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PREPAOR 



It has long been a reproach against English lite- 
rature, that the composition of elementary and popular 
works has been lefl almost exclusively in the hands 
of inferior writers, who possess only a general and 
superficial knowledge of the subjects of which they 
treat. The influence of this practice upon the difiu- 
sion of general and correct knowledge has been 
deeply felt by those who are desirous of introducing 
a system of education which embraces a wider range 
than the ordinary routine of classical instruction. 
The popular writings of those who acquire a know- 
ledge of science for the purpose of teaching it differ 
in the most essential manner from those of a philo- 
sopher who devotes himself to the task of perspicuous 
illustration. However correct may be the principles, 
and however copious the details of a compiled work, 
it must always be defective in the selection of iti 
topics, in the clearness of its reasoning, in the gen^- 
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erality of its views, and in the suitableness of its illiuh 
trations. A mind like that of £uler, which firom 
its infancy has been devoted to the study of Naturei 
selects at once the prominent features of the science 
which it is proposed to explain ; excludes all perplex* 
ing and extraneous facts, and combines under gene- 
ral views the important truths which it is the object ; 
of the pupil to seize and retain. The justness of 
tibis remark cannot fail to be admitted by thoi^ who 
read the following Letters, which may be justly chaio 
acterized as the most popular work that ever was, 
written, and as the production of the profbundest 
philosopher that ever wrote. 

Euler's Letters to a German Princess were first 
made known in £urope by an edition published by 
tbe Marquis Condorcet and M. Lacroix, who en* 
liched it with a variety of notes, and whose opinion 
of the work for the purposes of public instructioti 
may be acceptable to the English reader :-— 

** The Letters of Euler to a Grerman Princess^'' 
says M. Condorcet, ^ have acquired over all En* 
rope a celebrity to which the reputation of the Au- 
thor, the choice and importance of die several 8ubje<^ 
and the clearness of elucidation justly entitle themt 
They have deservedly been considered as a treasuiy 
of iciencei adapted to the pnrposei c/ttrBty comiMi 
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seminary of learning. They may be studied Uv ad- 
vantage without much previous elementary know- 
ledge ; they convey accurate ideas respecting a va- 
riety of objects, highly interesting in themselves, or 
calculated to excite a laudable curiosity ; they inspire 
a proper taste for the sciences, and for that sound 
philosophy which, supported by science, and never 
losing sight of her cautious, steady, methodical ad- 
vances, runs no risk of perplexing or misleading the 
attentive student." 

The English reader is indebted to the late Rev. 
Dr. Henry Hunter for the following translation, 
which h£is gone through two editions. In this third 
edition the translation has received very essential 
improvements. The plates have been re-engraved 
and much improved, and a life of the Author has been 
added, together with various notes, which, the editor 
trusts, will be both interesting and useful to the 
reader. 

Independently of the great popularity of this work, 
it possesses a particular interest at the present time, 
in consequence of its containing a popular view of 
the doctrine, that light consists in the undulations of 
an ethereal medium, which is now generally adoptedr 
in consequence of recent discoveries in optics* 

Edinburoh, 22d JtUt/r 1823. 

B 



THE LIFE OF EDLER. 



Leonard Euler, one of the most distinguished 
mathematicians of the 18th century, was the son of 
Paul Euler, and Margaret Brucker, and was bom at 
B^le on the 16th of April, 1707. 

His father, who had been instructed in mathe- 
matics by the celebrated James Bernoulli, became 
pastor of the village of Riechen, near B^le, in the 
year 1708 ; and as soon as his son had arrived at the 
proper age, he instilled into him a fondness for 
mathematical learning, although he had destined him 
for the study of theology. He was afterward sent 
to the university of B^le, where he was found 
worthy to receive lessons from John Bernoulli, who 
was at that time regarded as the first mathematician 
in Europe. The assiduity and amiable disposition 
of Euler soon gained him the particular esteem of 
that great master, and the friendship of his two sons, 
Daniel and Nicolas Bernoulli, who had already be- 
. come the disciples and the rivals of their father. John 
Bernoulli even condescended to give him once every 
week a particular lesson, for the purpose of explain- 
ing the difficulties which he encountered in the course 



16 LIFE OF EULER. 

of his studies. Euler had not the good fortune to 
enjoy long this inestimable advantage. In 1723, he 
received the degree of Master of Arts ; and on this 
occasion he obtained great applause by the Latin 
discourse which be delivered, containing a comparir 
son between the Newtonian and Cartesian philoso- 
phy. At the request of his father, he now began the 
study of theology ; but his attachment to the mathe- 
matics was so strong, that his father at last consented 
to allow him to follow the bent of his own genius. 

Nicolas and Daniel Bernoulli having, in 1725, 
accepted the invitation of Catherine I. to become 
members of the Academy of Sciences of St Peters- 
burg, promised at their departure to employ their 
influence to procure for Euler an appointment in that 
city. In the following year they announced that they 
had a situation in view for him, and strongly advised 
him to- apply his mathematical knowledge to physi- 
ology. Euler immediately attended the lectures of 
the most eminent medical professors at B^e, and 
made rapid progress in the study of medicine. His 
attention, however, was still directed to his favourite 
pursuits, and he found leisure to compose a disser- 
tation on the Nature and Propagation of Sound, 
and another on the Masting of Ships, which was 
written for the prize proposed by the Academy of 
Sciences in 1727. As this subject was actually 
suggested by several members of the academy, with 
the view of bringing into notice the talents of M. 
Bouguer, who had paid particular attention to .the 
subject, and who was then professor of hydrography 
in tiie seaport town of Croisic, it was not likely thi^ 
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£uler, who was destitute of all practical knowledge 
of naval afiairs, should have succeeded in the com- 
petition. Bouguer, of course, carried off the first 
prize ; but Euler obtained what is called the accessit, 
or second prize, an honour of no trivial magnitude, 
when we consider that he was then only twenty years 
of age. About this time Euler was a candidate for 
the vacant professorship of natural philosophy in the 
university of B^le ; but he had not the good fortune 
to be elected, 

Daniel and Nicolas Bernoulli used all their influ- 
-ence to procure an appointment for their young 
friend ; and having at last succeeded, they requested 
him to repair immediately to St Petersburg. Euler 
lost no time in obeying this welcome summons; but, 
after he had begun his journey, he had the mortifi- 
cation to learn that Nicolas Bernoulli had fallen a 
victim to the severity of the climate ; and the very 
day upon which he entered the Russian territory 
was that of the death of the Empress Catherine I. ; 
an event which at first threatened the dissolution of 
the academy, of which she had laid the foundation. 
Having reached St. Petersburg at this unfortunate 
period, Euler resolved to enter into the Russian 
navy, and had actually received the promise of a 
lieutenancy, and rapid promotion, from Admiral Sie- 
vers ; but fortunately for geometry, a change took 
place in the aspect of public affairs in 1730, and 
Euler obtained the situation of Professor of Natural 
Philosophy. In 1733 he succeeded Daniel Ber- 
noulli, when that illustrious mathematician retired 
into Ihe country ; and in the sam^ year be married 

B2 
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Mademoiselle 6 sell, a Swiss lady, and the daughter 
of a painter whom Peter the Great had carriod into 
Russia upon his return from his first tour. In 1736, 
a very intricate problem having been proposed by 
the Academy of St Petersburg, Euler completed 
the solution of it in three days ; but the exertion of 
his mind had been so violent, that it threw him into a 
fever which endangered his life, and deprived him 
of the use of one of his eyes. In 1738, the Acad- 
emy of Sciences at Paris crowned his memoir, en- 
titled tSiir la Mature et Us Proprietes du Feu ; and 
in 1740, he divided with Daniel Bernoulli, and our 
countryman Colin M aclaurin, the prize given by the 
same academy for the best dissertation on the flux 
and reflux of the sea. Daniel Bernoulli had treated 
the subject with a sagacity and method which cheu*- 
acterized all his labours. The dissertation of Mac- 
laurin contained his celebrated theorem on the equi- 
librium of elliptical spheroids ; and that of Euler 
was marked with an improvement on the integral 
calculus, which seemed to resolve the fundamental 
equation of almost all the great problems on the mo- 
tions of the heavenly bodies. 

In consequence of an invitation from the King of 
Prussia, through his minister the Count de Marde- 
field, Euler quitted St Petersburg and went to 
Berlin in the month of June, 1741. Upon his arri- 
val, he was honoured with a letter from the king of 
Prussia, written from his camp at Reichenbach ; and 
he was soon afler presented to the queen-mother, a 
princess who took great pleasiu^ in the conversation 
of illustrious men. She treated Euler with the 
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utmost familiarity ; but never being able to draw him 
into any conversation but that of monosyllables, she 
one day asked him. why he did not wish to speak to 
her? "Madam," replied Euler, "it is because I 
have just come from a country where every person 
who speaks is hanged." 

The memoirs and works with which Euler enriched 
mathematics and physics are so extremely numerous 
that it would occupy many pages to give even the 
briefest account of them. In many of his physical 
memoirs, Euler has been justly reproached for having 
applied the calculus to the most unfounded physical 
hypotheses, or to metaphysieal principles which had 
not been sufficiently examined; and on this ac- 
count several of his memoirs have no value whatever, 
except in so far as they exhibit fine specimens of 
the resources of analysis. His Dissertations on 
Windmills, on Achromatic Telescopes, on Naval 
Architecture, and on Gunnery are among the num- 
ber of those wWch are liable to this criticism. 

When Eulerwas at Berlin, the Princess of Anhalt 
Dessau, the niece of the King of Prussia, was de- 
sirous to receive from him some instruction in the 
different branches of natural philosophy ; and for 
her use he drew up the present work, which was 
translated into most of the languages of Europe, and 
which has always been much esteemed, particularly 
for the singular perspicuity with which its author has 
explained some of the most profound truths in phy- 
sics. The King of Prussia of^en employed Euler 
in calculations relative to the mint, and other objects 
of finance,— in the conducting of the waters of Sans 
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Souci, and in the examination of canals, and other 
public works. 

In 1744, Euler was appointed Director of the 
Mathematical Class of the Academy, and in the same 
year he obtained the prize offered by the Academy 
of Sciences at Paris for the best work on the theoij 
of magnetism. 

About this time Robin's Treatise on Gunnery had 
appeared in England, and though our countrynoan 
had treated Euler with great severity, this act of in- 
justice did not prevent him from recommending it 
to the King of Prussia as the best book on the sub- 
ject He even translated it, and in the additions 
which he made, he gave a complete theory of the 
motion of projectiles. M. Turgot ordered this work 
to be translated into French, and introduced into 
the schools of artillery ; and about the same time 
there appeared a splendid edition of it in England. 

In 1746, he published his new Theory of Li^ 
mid Colours ; and in 1759, his memoir Sur les effeb 
du Rotdu et du Tangage, gained the pnze offered 
by the French Academy of Sciences. 

In 1750, Euler went to Frankfort to receive his 
mother, who was then a widow, and to conduct her 
to Berlin, where she remained till the time of her 
death, in 1761 ; having enjoyed for eleven years the 
assiduous attention of a favourite son, and the big)b 
pleasure of seeing him universally esteemed and ad- * 
mired. 

When Euler remained at Berlin, he fcxmed an 
intimate acquaintance with M. De Maupertuis, tbs 
ioamed President of the Prussia A<^emy flf ^ 
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Sciences, and he defended Maupertuis's celebrated 
and favourite principle of the least action, by resolv- 
ing, by means of it, some of the most difficult prob- 
lems in mechanics. In the dispute into which he 
was thus led with EcBnig, who had attacked Mau- 
pertuis in 1751, he lost for a while his usual serenity, 
and became one of the enemies of that unfortunate 
individual. 

Although the numl)er of foreign associates in the 
French Academy of Sciences was limited to eight, 
yet Euler was appointed to the ninth place in 1765, 
on the condition that no appointment should take 
place at the first vacancy. 

In the year 1760, the Russian army under Gene- 
ral Tottleben penetrated into the March of Branden- 
burg, and pillaged a farm which Euler possessed 
near Charlottenberg. As soon as the Russian gene- 
ral was informed of the event, he immediately re- 
paired the loss by a very large sum ; and upon 
giving notice of the circumstance to the Empress 
Elizabeth, she added to this indemnity a present of 
four thousand florins. This act of generosity, no 
doubt, had a powerful effect in attaching Euler to 
the Russian government, which, in spite of his ab- 
sence, had always paid him the pension which it 
granted him in 1742. Having received an invita* 
tion fix)m the Empress Catherine, he obtained per- 
mission from the Bang of Prussia to return to St 
Petersburg to spend the remainder of his days ; but 
his eldest son was not allowed to accompany him. 
"When Euler was on the eve of his departure. Prince 
Czartorisky invited him, in the name of the King of 
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Poland, to take the road of Warsaw, where, loaded 
with kindness, he spent ten days with Stanislaus, : 
who afterward honoured him with his correspondence. 

Shortly ailer his arrival in St. Petersburg, on the 
17th July, 1766, he lost the sight of his other eye, 
having beou for a considerable time obliged to per- | 
form his calculations with large characters, traced 
with chalk upon a slate. His pupils and his chil- 
dren copied his calculations, and wrote all his me- p 
moirs, while Euler dictated to them. To one of his j 
servants, who was quite ignorant of mathematical 
knowledge, he dictated hb Elements of Algebra, a i 
work of very great merit, which has been translated ' 
into English and many other languages. -Euler now 
acquired the rare faculty of carrying on in his 
mind the most complicated analytical and arithme- 
tical calculations ; and M. d'Alembert, when he saw 
him at Berlin, was astonished at some examples of 
this kind which occurred in their conversaiioo. 
With the design of instructing his grandchildren in 
the extraction of roots, he formed a table of the siz 
first powers of all numbers, from 1 to 100, and he 
recollected them with the utmost accuracy. Two 
of his pupils having computed to the 17tii term* a 
complicated converging series, their results difiered 
one unit in the fiftieth C3rpher ; and an appeal beii^ 
made to Euler, he went over the calculation in his 
mind, and his decision was found correct 

His principal amusement, afler he lost his sigfat, 
was to make artificial loadstones, and to give lessoot 
on mathematics to one of his grandcMldren, ^vbo 
seemed to evince a taste for the science. 
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In 1771, a dreadful fire broke out in St Peters- 
burg, and reached the house of Euler. Peter 
Grinun, a native of B4sle, having learned the danger 
in which ,his illustrious countryman was placed, threw 
himself among the flames, and, reaching Euler's 
apartment, brought him off on his shoulders, at the 
risk of his life. His library, however, and his furni- 
ture were consumed ; but, by the activity of Count 
OrloflT, his MSS. were saved. 

Having revised the lunar theory with the aid of his 
son, and his colleagues Krafll and LexcU, he con- 
structed a set of new lunar tables, which appeared in 
1 772. These tables were, at the suggestion of Tur- 
got, rewarded by the Board of Longitude in France ; 
and when the more perfect tables of Mayer obtained 
the great premium of three thousand pounds offered 
by the British parliament, the sum of three hundred 
pounds was given to Euler for having furnished the 
theorems made use of by Mayer in his theory. 

In tb<5 year 1773, Euler published, at St. Peters- 
burgf/ his great work on the construction and man- 
agement of vessels. A new edition soon aflerward 
appeared at Paris, and at the desire of the French 
king it was introduced into the schools of marine, 
and a reward of 1000 rubles transmitted to the 
author, accompanied by a handsome letter from the 
celebrated Turgot. About the same time an Italian, 
an English, and a Russian translation of it appeared, 
and the Russian government presented Euler with a 
gift of 2000 rubles. 

Three of Etiler's memoirs on the Inequalities in 
the Motions of the Planets, were crowned by the 
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French Academy of Sciences ; and he also gained 
the prizes of 1770 and 1772, by his perfection of the 
lunar theory. 

Having lost his first wife, by whom he had thir> 
teen children, eight of whom died in early life, he 
was married a second time, in 1776, to Mademoiselle 
Crsell, the aunt of his first wife. 

Euler underwent the operation of couching, whidi 
was attended with the happy result of restoring his 
sight ; but whether from the negligence of his sur- 
geon, or from his being too eager to avail himself of 
his new organs, he again lost his sight, and sufiered 
much severe pain from the relapse. His love fof 
science, however, continued unabated, and in the 
course of seven years he transmitted seventy memoirs 
to the Academy of St. Petersburg. On the 7th of 
September, 1783, after having amused himself with 
calculating upon a slate the laws of ihe ascensional 
motion of balloons, which at that time occupied the 
attention of philosophers, he dined with his relation 
M. Lexell, and spoke of the planet Herschel, and 
of the calculations by which its orbit was determined. 
A short time afterward, he was amusing himself with 
one of his grandchildren, when, on a sudden, his pipe 
fell ftom his hand, and he expired of an apoplectic 
stroke, in the 79th year of his age. 

Euler left behind him three sons, hanng lost hie 
two daughters in the latter years of his life. Twenty- 
six out of thirty of his grandchildren were alive al 
the time of his death. 

After a long life, so successfully devoted to the 
sciences, Euler's reputation was very widely e>> 
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tended. Besides being a foreign member of the 
Academy of Sciences at Paris, he was a Fellow of 
the 'SLoyil Society of London, and he imd received 
fh>m most of the princes of the north, with whom 
he was well 'acquainted, die most flattering marks of 
their esteem. When the Prince-royal of Prussia 
visited St Petersburg, he anticipated the visit of 
Euler, and passed several hours at the bedside of 
this great man, holding him all the time by the hand, 
and having, at the same time, upon his knee one of 
Euler's grandchildren, who had displayed a prema- 
ture attachment to geometry. The death of £uler 
was considered as a public loss even in the country 
where he lived ; and the Academy of St Petersburg 
decreed to him, at their own expense, a marble bust, 
which was placed in their public hall. In an alle- 
gorical picture which the academy had put up 
during his life. Geometry was represented as placed 
upon a basement covered with calculations. These 
calculations were the formuloe of Euler's Theory of 
the Lunar Motions. 

Euler's knowledge was not limited to mathematics 
and the physical sciences. He had carefully studied 
anatomy, chymistry, and botany, and he was also 
deeply versed in ancient literature. He could repeat 
the JEneid from the beginning to the end, and he 
could even tell ^e first and last lines in every page 
of the edition which he used. In one of his works 
there is a learned memoir on a question in mechanics, 
of whidi, as he himself informs us, a verse of the 
JCneid gave him the first idea. 

£u)»r possessed naturally a strong constitution ; 

C 
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and when we consider the nature of his studies, and 
the assiduity with which he pursued them, we ooi^ 
not fail to be surprised at the great degree of healA 
which he enjoyed. In all his habits he was sober 
and temperate, — ^in his manners unaffected and 
pleasing, — and in his temper hvely and cheerful. In 
his moral and religious character there is much to 
admire. The high fame which he acquired, and the 
interruptions which he must have experienced^ both 
at Berlin and St Petersburg, never induced him to 
abandon the religious duties to which he had been 
educated. As long as he preserved his sight, he 
assembled the whole of his family every evening 
and read a chapter of the Bible, which he accomp^ 
nied with an exhortation. Theology was one of hii 
favourite studies, and the doctrines which he held 
were the most rigid doctrines of Calvinism. 

The following is a list of the principal worki 
which Euler published in a separate form. Hm 
papers, which appeared in the Memoirs of the Acad- 
emies of Berlin and St. Petersburg, are extremely 
numerous ; and he left behind him no fewer than 
ttoo hundred ready for publication, in order to fulfil 
a promise which he had made to Count Oriofi^ to 
supply memoirs for the Acta Peiropolitana for twenty 
years after his death. 

Dissertatio Physica de Sono. B&sle, 1727. 

JSIechanica, sive motus scientia analytice expomUu 
Petropoli, 1736, 2 vols. 

Tentainen novoi theoria musicoR. Petrop. 1789. 
This work contains many new views ; but, as BL 
Fuss remarks, it had no great success, as it om^ 
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tBined too much geometiy for musicians, and too 
much music for geometers. 

Meihodua- inoeaiendi lineas curcas maxinU mim^ 
nme proprietaie gauderUes. Lausannee, 1744, 4to. 

Ifiroductio in Anelysin Infiniiorwn. Lausannse, 
1744, 2 vols. 4to. This work, which had become 
very scarce, was reprinted at Lyons in 1797. It 
was translated into French in 1796, by J. B. Labey, 
and published at Paris. 

Thtoria motuumplanetarum ei comeiarum. Bero- 
lini, 1744. 

Opuscula varii argumenti, Berolini, 1746, 1750, 
1761, 3 vols, in 4to. The tables of the sun and 
moon, which are sometimes to be found s^)arately, 
form part of the 1st volume of thi^ coUection. As 
the three volumes make only 600 pages, they are 
generally found in one. 

Scieniia navalisj seu tmciaius de conatruendM ac 
dirigendU rwMus. Petropoli, 1749, 2 vols. 4to. 

Theoria moiuum LdmcR cxhibens omnes corporum 
inequalitalea cum addiiamenio. Berolini, 1753, 4to. 

Disaertatio de principio minimcR actumts, una 
ewn examine ohjeciionuim CI. Koemgii^ contra hoc 
prineipium factarum. Berolini, 1753, 4to. 

InsHtutiones calculi differeniialis^ cum ejus usu in 
analysi infinUorum ac docirina aerierum, Berolini, 
1755. Another edition of this work was published 
in 1787, in 2 vols. 4to, and another at St Peters- 
burg m 1804, in 2 vols. 4to. 

Conaiructio Untium objectivarum ex dtqtlici vitro. 
Petrop. 1762. 

Mediiaiionea de perturhatione moiua cometarum 
ab attractione planetarum orta. Petrop. 1762^ 4tQ« 
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Theo^na motus carparum soUdorum jeu rigidt) vtm 
Rostochii, 1766, 4to. 

Institutionea CalcuU IntegraUs. Petrop. 17C8- 
1770, 3 vols. 4to. Another edition^ more correct, 
was published at St Petersburg in 1792 and 1794, 
in 4 vols. 4to. 

BiopHca. Petrop. 1769, 1771, 3 vols. 4to. 

JVoi^ce Tabuloi Lunarea smgtdari metlu>do cotiF 
sh-uctcR. Petrop. 1772, Svo. 

Ojmscula Analytica. Petrop. 1783, 1786, 2 
vols. 4to. 

Lcttres a une Princesse d^AUetnagne 8ur qudqtui 
8ujet8 de Physique et de Pkiloaophie, St. Peten- 
burg, 1768, 1772, 3 vols. Svo. Another edition 
was published at Berne in 1778, in 3 vob. 8va 
Another edition was published at Paris with notes bj 
Condorcet, and another in 1812, by J. B. Labey. 

Eleniens d'Algebre^tn/d, de l'Allemand,par J. Ber^ 
noulli, avec des notes par Lagrange et Gamier. 
Paris, 1 807, 2 vols. Svo. Two editions of this woik 
were published at Lyons in 1774 and 1796, and an 
edition appeared in London translated into Englisk 

Theorie cotnplete de la construction et de la nuk 
noiuvre dcs vaisseaux (le style retouch^ par KeFalio)t 
Paris, 1776, Svo. The original edition of this woik 
appeared at St. Petersburg in 1773. 

A collection of the best {H'oductions of £ukr 
appeared at Brienne in 1797, in IS volumes. 

A more extended list of the writings of this illu» 
trious mathematician will be found in his £ulog6 by 
Ni3holas Fuss, wliich was published at St Peten* 
burg, in 1783, in 4to. 
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LETTER I. 

Of Magnitude, or Extension, 

Thi hope of having the honour to communicate 
in person to your highness my lessons in geometry 
becoming more and more distant, which is a very 
sensible mortification to me, I feel myself impelled 
to supply personal instruction by writing, as far as 
the nature of the subjects will permit. 

I begin my attempt by assisting you to form a just 
idea of Magnittule; producing, as examples, the 
smallest as well as the greatest extensions of matter 
actually discoverable in the system of the universe. 
And, first, it is necessary to fix on some one deter- 
minate division of measure, obvious to the senses, 
and of which we have an exact idea, that of a foot, 
for instance. The quantity of this once established, 
mid rendered familiar to the eye, will enable us to 
form the idea of every other quantity as to length, 
great or small; the former, by ascertaining how 
many feet it contains, and the latter, by ascertaining 
what part of a foot measures it. For having the idea 
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of a/nnf. wa have that also of its half, o( it 
or its twelfth pari, denominated an inch, of it 
dredlh, and of its l/iausandlh part, which ia s 
as almost to eecHpe the sight. But it is to □ 
marked, that there are animals not of greater e 
aion than this laet subdivision of a foot, which, M 
ever, are composed of members through which^ 
blood circulates, and which again cotilaio other (1. 
mals, as diminutive compared to them aa they h 
compared to ua. Hence it may be concluded, that 
animals exist whose smallneBs elules the imagina- 
tion; and that these again are divisible into parts 
k inconceivably smaller. Thus, Tor example, thou^ 
■ the ten thousandth part of a foot be too small Iot 
■.wght, and, compared to us, ceases to l>e an object of 
F wnse, it nevertnelesa surpasses in magnitude certain 
complete animals, and must to one of those animals, 
were it endowed with the power of perception, 
appear extremely great. 

Let us now make the transition from those minute 
ffaantities, in pursuing which the mind ia lust, lo 
those of the greatest magnitude. You have the idea 
of B mile; the distance from hence to Magdeburg li 
computed to be 83 English miles ; a mile coutaias 
B380 feet, and we employ it in measuring the distance 
of the different regions of the globe, in order to avoid 
numbers inconceivably great in our calculatjona, 
which must be the case il^ we used a foot instead of 
a mile. A mile then containin? 53S0 feel, when it 
ia said Ihsl Magdoburg is S3 miles from Berlin, tbe 
idea is much clearer than if the distance of tjteae 
two cities were said to be 438,340 feet : a number M 
great almost overwhelms the understanding. Agaiii, 
we shall have a tolerably juat idea of the magnitwfe 
of the earth, when we are told that its circumference 
is about 35,030 miles. And the diameter bein){ a 
straight line passing through the centn;, and termi- 
HBting in opposite directions, in the surface of \ bg 
^flboie, which ia the acknowledged figure of tbe eaiMtf 
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tor which reason also we give it the name of globe — 
4ihe diameter of this globe is calculated to te 7064 
miles ; and this is the measurement which we employ 
for determining the greatest distances discoverable 
in the heavens. Of all the heavenly bodies the 
Moon is nearest to us, being distant only about 30 
diameters of the earth, which amount to 240,000 
miles, or 1,238,400,000 feet; but the first computation 
of 30 diameters of the earth is the clearest idea. 
The Sun is about 400 times farther from us than the 
moon, and when we say his distance is 12,000 diame- 
ters of the earth, we have a much clearer idea than 
if it were expressed in miles or in feet. 

You know that the earth performs a revolution 
round the sun in the space of a year, but that the 
sun remains fixed. Besides the Earth, there are ten 
other similar bodies, named planets, which revolve 
round the sun ; two of them at smaller distances, 
Mercury and Ventis ; and eight at greater distances, 
namely. Mars, Ceres, PdUas, Juno, Vesta, Jupiter, 
Saturn, and the Georgium Sidus. All the other stars 
which we see, comets excepted, are called fixed; 
and their distance from us is incomparably greater 
than that of the sun. Their distances are undoubt- 
edly very unequal, which is the reason that some of 
these bodies appear greater than others. But the 
nearest of them is, unquestionably, above 5000 times 
more distant than the sun : its distance from us, 
accordingly, exceeds 45,000,000 of times the eav'th's 
diameter, that is, 956,050,000,000 miles; and this 
again, multiplied by 5280, will give that prodigious 
distance expressed in feet. Ajad this, after sdl, is 
the distance only of those fixed stars which are the 
nearest to us ; — the most remote which we see are 
perhaps a hundred times farther off.* It is probaUe, 
at the same time, that all these stars taken together 
constitute only a very small part of the whole uni- 

* ThMotlwr ndght btve nid millioiii iiwtMd of )(viidredft.— XiiMriQfln 
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Terse, relatively to which these prodigious distanceB 
are not (neater than a gn^in of sand compared to the 
earth. This immensity is the work of the Almigfatyi 
who governs the greatest bodies and the smallest. 
Berlin, 19/A AprU, 176a 



LETTER II. 

Of Velocity. 

Flattering myself that your highness may be 
pleased to accept the continuation of my instructionSi 
n specimen of which I took the liberty of presenting 
to you in a former letter, I proceed to unfold the idea 
of velocity, which is a particular species of exten- 
sion, and susceptible of increase and of diminution. 
When any substance is transported, that is, when it 
passes from one place to another, we ascribe to it a 
'velocity. Let two persons, the one on horseback, 
the other on foot, proceed from Berlin to Magdeburg, 
we have, in both cases, the idea of a certain velocity; 
but it will be immediately affirmed, that the velocity 
of the former exceeds that of the latter. The ques- 
tion then is. Wherein consists the difference which 
we observe between these several degrees of ve- 
locity ? The road is the same to him who rides and 
to him who walks ; but the difference evidently lies 
in the time which each employs in performing the 
same course. The velocity of the horseman is the 
' greater of the two, as he employs less time on the 
road from Berlin to Magdeburg ; and the velocity of 
the other is less, because he employs more time in 
travelling the same distance. Hence it is clear, that 
in order to form an accurate idea of velocity, we 
must attend at once to two kinds of quantity— 
namely, to the length of the road, and to the time 
employed. A body, therefore, which in the same 
time passes through double the space which aQoiher 
body does, has double its velocity ; if in the same 
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time it passes through thrico the distance, it is said 
to have thrice the velocity, and so on. We shall 
comprehend, then, the velocity of a body, when we 
are informed of the space through which it passes 
in a certain quantity of time. In order to know the 
velocity of my pace, when I walk to Lytzow (about 
a league from Berlin), I have observed that I malce 
ISO steps in a minute, and one of ray steps is equaJ 
to two feet and a half. My velocity, then, is such 
as to carry me 300 feet in a minute, and a space 60 
times greater, or 18,000 feet in an hour. Were I, 
therefore, to walk from hence to Magdeburg, it would 
take exactly 24 hours. This conveys an accurate 
idea of the velocity with which I am able to wa^. 
Now it is easy to comprehend what is meant by a 
greater or less velocity. For if a courier were to go 
from hence to Magdeburg in 12 hours, his velocity 
would be the double of mine ; if he went in eight 
hours, his velocity would be triple. We remark a 
very great difference in the degrees of velocity. The 
tortoise furnishes an example of a velocity extremely 
small. If she advances only one foot m a minute, 
her velocity is 300 times less than mine, for I ad- 
vance 300 feet in the same time. We are likewise 
acquainted with velocities much greater. That of 
the wind admits of great variation. A moderate 
wind goes at the rate of 10 feet in a second, or 000 
feet in a minute ; its velocity therefore is the double 
of mine. A wind that runs 20 feet in a second, or 
1200 in a minute, is rather strong ; and a wind which 
flies at the rate of 50 feet in a second is extremely 
violent, though its velocity is only ten times greater 
than mine, and would take two hours and twenty- 
four minutes to blow from hence to Magdeburg.* 

The velocity of sound comes next, which oioves 
1142 feet in a second, and 68,520 in a minute. This 
velocity, therefore, is 228 times greater than that of 

* This MtlnMle of tbe Telocity of wind is too low. A Mt^breeze wiU 
avny a hillsoB IfiO miles j«i «a bmir, or 9W ftet Ui « sseoiia.--'AiiMrtoaM 

Xditar, . 
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my pace ; and were a cannon to be fired at MagdB* 
bur^, if the report could be heard at Berlin, it would 
arrive there in seven minutes. A cannon-ball moTM 
with nearly the same velocity ; but when the pieoe 
is loaded to the utmost, the ball is supposed capable 
of flying 2000 feet in a second, or 120,000 in a m^ 
niite. Ttiis velocity appears prodigious, though it 
is only 100 times greater than that of my pace il 
walkinpf to Lytzow ; it is at the same time the^irea^ 
est velocity known upon earth. But there are in the 
heavens v(;locitifts far greater, though their motioi 
appears to be extremely deliberate. You know tint 
the earth turns round on its axis in 24 hours : evetf 
point of its surface, then, under the equator, movM 
25,020 Kn^liish miles in 24 hours, while I am aUe to 
get through only 83 miles. Its velocity is accord- 
ingly above 300 times greater than mine, and Im 
notwitlistanding than the greatest possible velodtj 
of a cannon-ball. The earth performs its revolutioi 
round tlie sun in the space of a year, proceeding at 
the rate of 589,950 English miles in 24 hours. Itl 
velocity, therefore, is 18 times more rapid than thit 
of a cannon-ball. The greatest velocity of which 
we have any knowledge is undoubtedly that of Ijglit, 
which moves 12,000,000 English miles every minntei 
and exceeds the velocity of a cannon- baU 400^000 
times. 

22d April, 1760. 



LETTER III. 

Of Sound, and its Velocity, 

The elucidations of the different degrees of v^ 
city, which I have had the honour to lay before yoo, 
carry me forward to the examination of souno, or 
noise in eeiionil. It must be remarked, that a co^ 
tain portion of time always intervenes before soui^ 
can reach our cars, and that this time is longer it 
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proportion to our distance from the place where the 
sound is produced ; a second of time being requisite 
to convey sound 1142 feet. 

When a cannon is fired, those who are at a dis- 
tance do not hear the report for some time after they 
have seen the flash. Those who are about five miles 
off, or 26,400 feet distant, do not hear the report till 
23 seconds after they see .the flash. You must no 
doubt have frequently remarked, that the noise of 
thunder does not reach the ear for some time after 
the lightning; and it is by this we are enabled to 
calculate our distance from the. place where the 
thunder is generated. If, for example, we observe 
that 20 seconds intervene between the flash and the 
thunder-clap, we may conclude that the seat of the 
thunder is 22,640 feet distant, allowing 1142 feet of 
distance for every second of time. This primary 
property leads us to inquire in what sound consists. 
Whether its nature is similar to that of smell — that 
is, whether sound issues from the body which pro- 
duces it, as smell is emitted from the flower, by fill- 
ing the air with subtile exhalations, calculated to 
aflfect our sense of smelling. This opinion was for- 
merly entertained ; but it is now demonstrated, that 
from a bell struck nothing proceeds that is conveyed 
to our ear, and that the body which produces sound 
loses no part of its substance. When we look upon 
a bell that is struck, or the string of an instrument 
when touched, we perceive that these bodies are then 
in a state of trembling, or agitation, by which all 
their parts are affected ; and that all bodies sucepti- 
ble of such an agitation of their parts likewise pro- 
duce sound. These shakings or vibrations are visi- 
ble in the string of an instrument when it is not 
too small; the tense string p- ^ 

A C B passes alternatively ^^' I. 

into the situation of A M B and 
A N B., Fig, 1., in which I 
hav€ rtpretented these vikMionf 
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much more oMaus to sense than they are in fact. It 
must be obeerred, that these vibrations put the adja- 
cent air into a similar vibration, which is succea- 
sively communicated to the more remote parts of 
the ur, tiU it come at length to strike our organ of 
hearing. It is the air, then, which receives these 
vibrations, and which transmits the sound to our ear. 
Hence it is evident, that the perception of sound is 
nothing else but the impression made on our ear by 
the concussion of the air, commimicated to us 
through the organ of hearing ; and when we hear 
the sound of a string touched, our ear receives from 
the air as many strokes as the string performs vi- 
brations in the same time. Thus, if the string per- 
forms 100 vibrations in a second, the ear likewise 
receives 100 strokes in the same time ; and the per- 
ception of these strokes is what we call sound. 
\Vnen these strokes succeed each other uniformly, 
or when their inter\'als are all equal, the sound is 
regular, and such as is requisite to music. But when 
the strokes succeed unequally, or when their inter- 
vals 5<re unequal among themselves, an irregular 
noise, incompatible with music, is the result. On 
considering somewhat more attentively the musical 
sounds, whose vibrations take place equally, I remark 
first, that when the vibrations, as well as the strokes 
impressed on the ear are more or less strong, no 
other difference of sound results from it but that of 
stronger or weaker, which produces the distinction 
termed by^ musicians, /<w/« et piano. But there is a 
difference much more essentisil when the vibrations 
are more or less rapid — ^that is, when more or fewer 
of them are performed in a second. When one 
string makes 100 vibrations in a second, and another 
string makes 200 vibrations in the same time, their 
sounds are essentially different ; the former is lower 
or more flat, and the other higher or more sharp. 
Such is the real difference between the flat and 
sharp sounds, on which aU music hinges, and wluck 
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teaches how to combine sounds different in respect 
of flatness and sharpness, but in such a manner as to 
produce an agreeable harmony. In the flat sounds 
there are fewer vibrations in the same time than in 
the sharp sounds ; and every key of the harpsichord 
contains a certain and determinate number of vibra^ 
tions which are completed in a second. Thus the 
note marked by the letter C makes nearly 100 vi- 
brations in a second, and the note marked f makes 
1600 vibrations in the same space of time. A string 
which vibrates 100 times in a second will give pre- 
cisely the note C ; and if it vibrated only 50 times, 
the note would be lower or more flat. But with re- 
gard to our ear^ there are certain limits beyond 
which sound is no longer perceptible. It would 
appear that we are incapable of determining either 
the sound of a string which makes less than 30 vi- 
brations in a second, because it is too low ; or that 
of a string which would make more than 7552 in a 
second, because such a note would be too high.* 
26th April, 1760. 



LETTER IV. 

Of Consonance and Dissonance. 

I RESUME my remark, that on hearing; a simple 
musical sound, our ear is struck with a series of 
strokes equally distant from each other, the fre- 
quency and number of which, in a given space of 
time, constitute the difference which subsists be- 
tween low notes and high; so that the smaller the 
number of vibrations or strokes produced in a given 
time, say a second, the lower we estimate that 
note; and the greater the number of su3h vibra- 

* It is biifhly probable tbat there are soands which flrom their extrem* 
lowneM are quite inaudible to human ears^ but which may neverthdMS 
serve as Um oiediuni of lateUigence to inftnor animaLi.— iim. E^xtor. 

Vol. I — D 
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tions, the higher is the note. The perception of 8 
simple musical sound may, therefore, be compared 
to a series of dots equidistant from each other, av 

If the intervals between these dots be 

greater or smaller, the sound produced will be lower 
or higher. It cannot be doubted, that the perception 
of a simple sound is somewhat similar or analoemiB 
to the sight of such a scries of dots equidistant iron 
each other : we are enabled thus to represent to the 
eye what the ear perceives on hearing sound. If 
the distances between the dots were not equal, or 
were these dots scattered about confusedly, they 
would be a representation of a confused noise, in- 
consistent with harmony. This being laid down, let 
us consider what effect two soimds emitted at once 
must produce on the ear. First, it is evident, that if 
two soimds are equal, or if each performs the same 
number of vibrations in the same time, the ear wHI 
be affected in the very same manner as by a sinde 
note ; and in music these two notes are said to do 
in unison, which is the simplest accord : we mean 
by tlie term accord the blending of two or more 
sounds heard at once. But if two sounds differ in 
respect of low and high, we shall perceive a mix- 
ture of two series of strokes, in each of which the 
intervals are equal among themselves, but greater 
in the one than in the other ; the greater intervals 
corresponding to the lower note, and the smaller to 
the liiglier. This mixture, or this accord of two 
notes, may be represented to the eye by two series 
of dots arranged on two lines A B and C D : 

123466789 10 11 

A B 

D 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
and in order to form a just idea of these two series, 
we must have a clear perception of the order which 
subsists among them ; or, in other words, of the re- 
lation between the intervals of the one line and of the 



OF Q0N80NANCE AND DISSONANCE. 80 

Other. Having numbered and marked the dots of 
each line, and placed No. 1 under No. 1, those 
marked with the figure 2 will not exactly correspond, 
and still less those marked 3 : but we find No, 11 
exactly over No. 12 ; from which we discover that 
the higher note makes 19 vibrations, and the other 
only 11. If we had not affixed the figures, the eye 
would hardly have perceived this oMer: it is the 
same with the ear, which would with much difficulty 
have traced it in the two notes which I have repre- 
sented by two rows of dots. But in the following 
figure, 



you discover at the first glance that the upper line 
contains twice as many dQts as the under, or that 
the intervals in the under, line are twice as great as 
those of the upper. This is undoubtedly, next to 
imison, the simplest of all cases in which you can 
at once discover the order which subsists between 
these two series of dots ; and the same thing holds 
with respect. to the two notes represented by these 
two lines of dots ; the number of vibrations con- 
tained in the one wiU be precisely the double of the 
vibrations contained in the other, and the ear will 
easily perceive the pleasing relation of these two 
sounds ; whereas, in the preceding case, it was ex- 
tremely difficult, if not impossible, to discriminate. 
When the ear readily discovers the relation subsist- 
ing between two notes, their accord is denominated 
consonance ; and if it be very difficult, or even im- 
possible to catch this relation, the accord is termed 
dissonance. The simplest consonance, then, is that 
in which the high note produces precisely twice as 
many vibrations as the low note. This consonance, 
in the language of music, is called octave — every one 
knows what it means ; and two notes which differ 
precisely an octave harmonize so perfectly, and 
possesssuch a complete resemblance, that musicians 
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mark them by the same letters. Hence it is that in 
church-music the women sing an octave higher than 
the men, and yet imagine they are uttering the same 
sounds. You may easily ascertain the truth of this 
by touching the keys of a harpsichord, when yon 
will perceive with pleasure the delightful accord Of 
all the notes which are just an octave distant; 
whereas any other two notes whatever will sitrike 
the ear less agreeably* 
29th April, 1760. 



LETTER V. 

Of Ufiison and Octanes, 

You have by this time remarked, that the accord 
which musicians call an octave strikes the ear in a 
manner so decided, that the slightest deviation is 
easily perceptible. Thus, having touched the . key 
marked F, that marked f, which is an octave higher, 
is easily attuned to it, by the judgment of the ear 
only. If the string which is^ to produce this note be 
ever so little too high or too low, the ear is instantly 
offended ; and nothing is easier than to put the two 
keys perfectly in tune. Thus* we observe, that in 
singing the voice slides easily from one note to an- 
other, which is just an octave higher or lower. But 
were it required to pass immediately from the note 
F to the note d, for example, an ordinary singer 
mi^ht easily fall into a mistake, unless assisted hj 
an instrument. Having fixed the note F, it is almost 
impossible all at once to make the transition to the 
note d. What then is the reason of this difference, 
that it is so easy to make note f harmonize with 
note F, and so diflScult to make note d accord with 
it t The reason is evident from the remarks already 
made : It is this, that note F and note f make an 
octave, and that the number of vibrations of note f 
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is precisely double that of note F. In order to have 
the perce{&on of this Uccord, you have only to con- 
sider the proportion of one to two, which, as it iur 
stantW stnkes the eye by the representation of the 
dots I formerly employed, affects the ear in a similar 
manner. You will easily comprehend, then, that 
the more simple any proportion is, or expressed by 
small numbers, the more distinctly it presents itself 
to the understanding, and conveys to it a sentiment 
of satisfaction. Architects likewise carefully attend 
to this maxim, as they uniforml)r employ in their 
works proportions as simple as circumstances per- 
mit. They usually make the height of doors and 
windows double the breadth, and endeavour to em- 
ploy throughout proportions capable of being ex- 
pressed by small numbers, because this is obvious 
and grateful to the understanding. The same thing 
holds, good in music : accords are pleasing only in 
so far as the mind perceives the relation subsisting 
between the sounds ; and this relation is so much 
more easily perceptible, as it is expressed by small 
numbers. Now, next to the relation of equality, 
which denotes two sounds in unison, the ratio- of 
two to one is undoubtedly the most simple, and it is 
this which furnishes the accord of an octave : hence 
it is evident, that this accord possesses many advan- 
tages above every other consonance. Having thus 
explained the accord, or interval of two notes de- 
nominated by musicians an octave, let us consider 
several notes, as F, f, 7; ^ f , each of wliich is an oc- 
tave higher than thfe one immediately preceding: 
since then the interval of F from f, of f from 7, of 7 
from % of ? from | is an octave, the interval of F 
to 7 will be a double octave, that of F to ? a triple 
octave, and that of F to f a quadruple octave. Now, 
whiJie note F makes one vibration, note f makes 
two, iiote r makes four, note =? makes eight, and 
note ^ m^es sixteen : hence we see, that as an oc- 
tave corresponds in the relation of 1 to 3, a double 

D9 
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octave must be in the ratio of 1 to 4, a triple in that 
of 1 to 8, and a quadruple in that of 1 to 16. And 
the ratio of 1 to 4 not being so simple as that of 1 
to 2, for it does not so readily strike the eye, a dou- 
ble octave is not so easily perceptible to the ear as 
a single ; a triple is still less perceptible, and a quad- 
ruple still much less so. When, therefore, in tuning 
a harpsichord, you have fixed the note F, it is not so 
€asy to attune the double octave i as the single f ; 
it is still more difficult to attune the triple octave f 
and the quadruple 7^ without rising through the inter- 
mediate octaves. These accords are likewise com- 
prehended in the term consonance ; and as that of 
unison is most simple, they may be arranged accord- 
ing to the following gradations : — 

1. Dvgne, unison, indicated by the relation of 1 to 1. 
n. Degree, the immediate oetav«, in il>e ratio of 1 to 3. 
m. Degree, tlie double octave, in that of 1 to 4. 
IV. Degree, the triple octave, in that of 1 to 8. 

v. Degree, the quadruple octave, in that of 1 to 16. 
VI. Degree, the quintuple octave, in that oT 1 to 33. 

And SO on as long as sound is perceptible. Such 
are the accords denominated consonances, to the 
knowledge of which ,we have been thus far con- 
ducted ; but hitherto we know nothing of the other 
species of consonance, and still less of the disso- 
nances employed in music. Before I proceed to the 
explanation of these, I must add one remark respect- 
ing the name octave, given to the interval of two 
notes, the one of which contains twice the vibrations 
contained in the other. You see the reason of it in 
the principal stops of the harpsichord, which rise by 
seven degrees before you arrive at the octave C, D, 
E, F, G, A, B, c, so that stop c is the eighth, reck- 
oning C the first. And this division depends on a 
certain series of musical intervals, the nature of 
which shall be unfolded in the following Letten. 
3i May, 1760. 
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LETTER VI. 

Of 4>ther Consonances. 

It may be affirmed, that the relations of 1 to 2, of 
1 to'4, of 1 to 8, of 1 to 16, which we have hitherto 
considered, and which contain the progression of 
octaves, are all formed by the mimber 2 only ; since 
4 is 2 times 2 ; 8, 2 times 4 ; 16, 2 times 8. Were 
we to admit, therefore, the number 2 alone into 
music, we should arrive at the knowledge of only 
the accords or consonances, which musicians call 
the single, double, or triple octave ; and as the num- 
ber 2, by its redublication^ furnishes only the num- 
bers 4, 8, 16, 32, 64, the one being always double the 
preceding, all other numbers would remain unknown. 
Noy, did an instrument contain octaves only, as the 

notes marked C, c, -j; 7, ?> and were all others ex- 
cluded, it could not produce an agreeable music, on ac- 
count of its too great simplicity. Let us introduce, 
then, together' with number 2, the number 3 like- 
wise, and observe what accords or consonances would 
be the result. The ratio of 1 to 3 presents at once 
two, sounds, the one of which makes 3 times more 
vibrations than the other in. the same time. This 
ratio is undoubtedly the most easily to be compre- 
hended, next to that of 1 to 2 ; it will, accordingly, 
furnish very pleasing consonances, but of a nature 
totally different from that of octaves. Let us sup- 
pose, then, that in the proportion of 1 to 3, number 
1 corresponds to note C; since note c is expressed 
by number 2, number 3 gives a sound higher than 
c, but at the same time lower than note "^ which cor- 
responds to number 4. Now, the note expressed by 
3 is that to which musicians affix the letter g, and 
they denominate the interval from c to g, a fifth, be- 
cause in the keys of a harpsichord that of g is the 
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fifth from c, as c, d, e, f, ff. If then number 1 pro- 
duces the sound O, number 2 will give c ; number 
3 gives g, number 4 the note "^ ; and note 7 being 
the octave of g, the number corresponding to it Wm 
be 2 times 3, or 6. Rising still an octave, the sound 
^ will correspond to a number twice greater, that is 
12. All the notes with which the two numbers 3 
and 3 furnish us, indicating note C by 1, therefore, are, 

> ^j e» c, ff c, f, 0, 
1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 12, 16. 
Hence it is clear, that the ratio of 1 to 3 expresses 
an interval compounded of an octave and a fifth; 
and that this interval, on account of the simplicity of 
the numbers which represent it, must be, next to the 
octave, the most grateful to the ear. Musicians 
accordingly assic^n the second rank among conso- 
nances to the fiftn ; and the ear catches it so easily, 
that there is no difficulty in tuning a fifth. For this 
reason, in violins, the four strings rise by fifths, the 
lowest being g, the -second l , the third > , and the 
fourth e ;* and every musician puts them in tune by 
the ear only. A fifth, however, is not so easily 
tuned as an octave ; but the fifth above the octave, 
as from C to g, being expressed by the proportion of 
1 to 3, is more perceptible than a simple fifth, as 
from C to G, or from c to g, which is expressed by 
the proportion of 2 to 3 : and it is likewise known 
by experience, that having fixed the note C, it is 
easier to attime to it the higher fifth g than the sim- 
ple G. If unity had marked the note F, number 3 
would mark the note -j , so that 

F, f, "^ i; '^ '^ % would be marked by 
1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 12, where, from f to -^ the idtenral 
is a fifth, in the relation of 2 to 3 ; from 7 to = from 
1 to f, are also fifths, as the ratio of 4 to 6, and: of 8 
to 12, is the same as that of 2 to 3. For if two 
strings perform, in the same time, the one 4 vijiri- 
tions, the other 6, the former string will make, in a 

* Tluu if , in Um laiifnac« ot td-faiiig, ioi, re, la, wtL 
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time equal to half the first space of time, two vibra- 
tions ; and the second, in the same time, will msJee 
three» Now the sounds emitted from these strings 
are the same in both cases ; of consequence, the re- 
lation of 4 to 6 expresses the same interval as that 
of 2 to 3, that is, a fifth. Hence we have arrived at 
the knowledge of another interval contained in the 
ratio of 3 to 4, which is that of r to 7; and conse- 
quently also, of c to f, or of C to F. Musicians call 
it 2k fourth ; and being expressed by greater numbers, 
it is not so agreeable, by a great deal, as the fifth, 
and still less so than the octave. Number 3 having 
furnished us new accords or consonances, namely, 
the fifth and the fourth, before we call in any others, 
let us take it again three times, in order to have the 
number 9, which' will give a higher note than note 
3, or •% one octave and one fifth. Now, i is the oc- 
tave of 7, and g the fifth of "z ; number 9 then gives 

the note ?, so that % 1, g, 1,will be marked by 

6,8,9,12; and if these notes be 
taken in the lower octaves, the relations remaining 
the same, we* shall have, 

C, F, G;c, f, g; c, f, g; c, f, g; c, 

6, 8, 9; 12,16,18; 24,32,36; 48, 64, 72; 96; 
which leads us to the knowlecjge of new intervals. 

The first is that of F jto G, contained in the ratio 
of 8 to 9, which musicians call a second, or tone. 
The second is that of G to f, contained in the ratio 
of 9 to 16, called r seventh ; and which is one second, 
or one tone less than an octave. These proportions, 
being already expressed by very great numbers, are 
not reckoned among the consonances; and musi- 
cians call them dissonances ox discords. 

Again, if we take three times the number 9, or 
27, it will mark a tone higher than -j , gnd precisely a 
fifth higher than g ; it will be accordingly the tone ?, 
and its octave T will correspond to twice the num- 
ber 27, or 54, and its double octave i to twice the 
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number 54, or 108. Let us represent these tones 
some octaves lower, in the manner following^: 
C, D, F, G; c, d, f, g; S, d, ?, 
24, . 27, 32, 36 ; 48, 64, 64, 72 ; 96, 108, 198, 

^ a a s s: S 

g; c, d, f, g; c. 
144; 192, 216, 256, 288; 384. 

Hence we see, that the interval from D to F is 
contained in the ratio 27 to 32, and that of F to d in 
the ratio of 32 to 54, the two terms of which are 
divisible by 2 ; and then, in place of this relation, 
we have that of 16 to 27. The first interval is called 
a Herce minor, or lesser third, and the other a greaUr 
sixth. The number 27 might be stUl further multi- 

Elied by 3 ; but music extends not so far, and we 
mit ourselves to number 27, resulting from 3 mul- 
tiphed three times by itself : other musical tones still 
wanting are introduced by means of number 5, and 
shall be explained in my next Letter. 
3d May, 1760. 



LETTER VIL 

Cf the Twelve Tones of the Harpsichord, 

The present subject of my correspondence with 
your highness is so dry, that I begin to apprehend it 
may be growing tiresome. That 1 may not Waste 
too much time on it, and be relieved from the neces- 
sity of recurring frequently to a topic so uninterest- 
ing, 1 send you by this conveyance three Letters at 
once. My intention in undertaking it was to render 
visible the real origin of musical notes, with which 
musicians themselves are almost totally unac- 
quainted. It 13 not to theory they are indebted Hmt 
the knowledge of all these sounds, but rather to the 
secret power of genuine harmony, operating so efll- 
caciously on their ears* that they have been con- 



OF THB HARPSICHORD. 47 

strained, if I may be allowed to say it, to receive 
tones actually in use', though they are not hitherto 
perfectly agreed respecting their just determination. 
The principles of harmony are i]3timatel^ reducible 
to numbers, as I have demonstrated ; and it has been 
remarked, that the number 2 furnishes octaves only, 
so that having fixed, for example, the note F, we are 
conducted to the notes f,i:t^' The number 3 after- 
ward furnishes C, c, s; ? ?, which differ one fifth from 
the preceding series ; and the repetition of this same 
number 3 furnishes again the fifths of the first, 
namely, G,g,£ g f; and finally, the third repetition 
of this nomber 3 adds further the notes D, d, a; ^ f . 
llie principles of harmony then, being attached to 
simphcity, seem to forbid our pushi^ farther the 
repetition of number 3 ; hitherto, accordingly, we 
have only the following notes to each octave : 
F, G, c, d, f, 

16, 18, 34, 37, 32 ; which certainly would not fur- 
nish a very copious music. But let us introduce, in 
addition to these, number 5, and observe the tone 
which shall emit five vibrations while F emits only 
one. Now f makes two vibrations in the same time 
7 makes four, and f six. The note in question, then, 
is between 7 and ?. It is that which musicians in- 
dicate by letter »*, the accord of which with note 7 is 
denominated a greater tJUrd, and is found to produce 
a very agreeable concord,- being expressed by the 
very simple ratio of 4 to 5. Further, note t wilh 
note f produces an accord contained in the ratio of 
5 to 6, which is almost as agreeable as the former, 
and which is denominated a lesser third, represented 
by the ratio of 27 to ^2, and its difference from the 
first is almost imperceptible to the ear. This same 
number 5 being applied to the other notes, G, c, d, 
will give us, in lixe manner, their greater thirds, 
taken in the second octave below, that is to say, the 

notes e; S ^^ ?) which, being transposed, will give 
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the following notes, with their correBponding mim- 

F, Fs, G, A, B, c, d, e, t 
138, 135, U4, 160, IBO, 193, St6, 340, SSe. 
Take away the notes Fs, and you will have the 
principal touches of the harpsichord, which, accotd- 
mg to the ancients, constitute the genus denominated 
diatonic, resulting from number 2, from numbei 3, 
thrice repeated, and from number 5. Admitting 
these sounds only, we are in a condition to compose 
harmonies very agteeablc and various, the beauty 
of which is founded on the simplicity alone of the 
numbers corresponding to the notes. Finally, upon 
applying a second time the number 5, we snail Im 
fhirnished with the thirds of the four new tones, A, 
E, B, Fs, which we have just foimd, we shall have 
the notes, Cs, Gs, Ds, and B, so that now the octave 
is completed of the IS tones received in music. All 
these tones derive their origin from the three num- 
bers 3, 3, and 6, multiplying S by itself, as oflen as 
the octaves require; but we carry the multiplication 
of 3 only to the third stage, and of 5 to the second. 
All the tones of the first octave are contained in the 
following table, in which you will see how the funda- 
mental numbers, S, 3, ana 5, enter into the composi- 
tion of those which express the relation of these notes. 



ut or C 

■s*g- 



sol ( 

80l#( 



3,2 



2,2,3,3,3 . . . 


384 


S, 5, 5 


400 


3, 3, 3, 3 . . . . 


433 


5. 5 


450 


2, 2, 3, 5 . . . . 


480 


2,2,2,3,8,3 . . 


513 


3, 3, 5 . . . 


640 


3,3,3,3,3 . . . 


676 


3, 6. S 


600 


2,9,2,2,5 . . . 


640 


6.6. 


075 


2,3,3,6 . . . . 


720 


3,2,2,2,3,3 . . 


768 



OF THE HARPSICHORD. 49 

While note C makes 884 vibrations, the tone Cs 
gives 400, and the others as many as are marked by 
their corresponding numbers : note c will jfive, then, 
in the jsame time, double the number of vibrations 
marked by 384, that is 768. And for the following 
octaves, you have only to multiply these numbers by 
2, by 4, or by 8. Accordingly, note r will give twice 
768, or 1536 vibrations ; note f twice 1636, or 3073 
vibrations ; and note f twice 3072, or 6144 vibrations. 
In order to comprehend the formation of sounds by 
means of these numbers 3, 3, and 5, it must be re- 
marked, that the points placed between the numbers 
in the preceding number signify that they are multi- 
plied into each other ; thus, taking the tone Fs, for 
example, the expression 3, 3, 3, 3, 3, 5, signifies 3 
multiplied by 2, that product by 3, that again by 3, 
that again by 3, and that by 5. Now 3 by 3 make 4, 
that by 3 make 13, that by 3 make 36, that by 3 make 
108, and that by 5 make 540. Hence it is seen that 
the differences between these tones are not equal 
among themselves ; but that some are greater, and 
others less. This is what real harmony requires. 
The inequality, however, not being considerable, we 
commonly look on all these differences as equal, 
denominating the interval from one note to another 
semitone ; and thus the octave is divided into 13 semi- 
tones. Many modem musicians make them equal, 
though this be contrary to the principles of harmony, 
because no oiie fifth or third is perfectly exact. Mid 
the effect is the same as if these tones were not per- 
fectly in time. They likewise admit, that we must 
give up exactness of accord in order to obtain the 
advantage of equality of semitones, so that the trans- 
position from any one tone whatever to another may 
m no respect injure the melody. They acknowledge, 
however, that the same piece played in the tone C 
or a half-tone higher, that is Cs, must considerably 
affect its nature. It is evident, therefore, that in 
fact all semitones are not equal, whatever efforts 

Vol. I.— E 
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may be made by musicians to render them such ; 
because true harmon)r resists the execution of a de- 
sign contradictory to its nature. Such, then, is the 
real origin of the musical notes already in use ; they 
are denvcKl from the numbers 2, 3, and 5. Were we 
further to introduce number 7, that of the tones of 
an octave would be increased, and the art of music 
carried' to a higher degree of perfection. But here 
the mathematician gives up the musician to the 
direction of his ear. 
3d May, 1760. 



LETTER Vin. 

Of the Pleasure derived from fine Music. 

It is a question as important as curious, whence is 
it that a nne piece of music excites a sentiment of 
pleasure t Tne learned differ on this eubject. Some 
pretend that it is mei^e caprice, and that the pleasure 
produced by music is not founded on reason, because 
what is grateful to one is disgusting to another. Far 
from deciding the question, this renders it only more 
complicated. The very point to be determined is, 
how comes it that the same piece of music produces 
effects so different, since all admit that nothing hap^ 
pens witliout reason? Others maintain that the 
pleasure derived from fine music consists in the per- 
ception of the order which pervades it. This opLnion 
appears at first sight sufficiently well founded, and 
merits a more attentive examination. Music pre- 
sents objects of two kinds, in which order is essen- 
tial. The one relates to the difference of the sharp 
or flat tones ; and you will recollect, that it consists 
in the number of vibrations performed by each note 
in the same time. This difference, which is percep- 
tible between the quickness of the vibrations of all 
sounds, is what is properly called harmony. The 
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effect of a piece of music, of which we feel the re- 
lations of tne vibrations of all the notes that com- 
pose it, is the production of harmony. Thus, two 
notes which diner an octave excite a perception of 
the relation of 1 to 3 ; a fifth, of that of 3 to 3 ; and 
a greater third, of that of 4 to 5. We comprehend, 
then, the order which is found in harmony, when we 
know all the relations which pervade the notes of 
which it is composed ; and it is the perception of the 
«ar which leads to this ^owledge. This perception, 
more or less delicate, determines why the same 
harmony is felt by one, and not at all by another, es- 

Eecially when the relations of the notes are expressed 
y somewhat greater numbers. Music contains, be- 
sides harmony, another object equally susceptible of 
order, namely, the measure^ by which we assign to 
every note a certain duration ; and the perception 
of the measure consists in the knowledge of this 
duration, and of the relations which resuU from it. 
The drum and tymbal furnish the example of a music 
in which measure alone takes place, as all the notes 
are equal among themselves, and then there is no 
harmon^r. There is likewise a music consisting 
whoUy in harmony, to the ejcclusion. of measure. 
This music is the choral^ in which all the notes are 
of the same duration ; but perfect music unites har- 
mony and measure. Thus the cokmoisseiu: who hears 
a piece of music, and who comprehends, by the 
acute perception of his ear, aU the proportions on 
which both the harmony and the jmeasure are 
founded, has certainly the most perfect knowledge 
possible of that music : while another, who perceives 
these proportions only in part, or not at all, under- 
stands nothing of the matter, or possesses at most 
A very, slender knowledge of it. But the sentiment 
of pleasure excited by fine music must not be con- 
founded with the knowledge of which I have been 
speaking, though it may be confidently affirmed, that 
a piece of music cannot oroduce any, unless the 
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relations of it are perceived. For this knowledge 
alone is not sufficient to excite the sentiment of 
pleasure ; something more is >vanting, which no one 
hitherto has \infolded. In order to be convinced 
that the perception alone of all the proportions of a 
piece of music is insufficient to produce pleasure, 
you have only to consider music of a very simple 
construction, such as goes in octaves alone, m which 
the perception of proportions is undoubtedly the 
easiest. Such music would be far from conveying 
pleasure, though you might have the most perfect 
knowledge of it. It will be said, then, that pleasure 
requires a knowledge not quite so easily attained — 
a knowledge that occasions some trouble ; which 
must, if I may use the expression, cost us something. 
But, in my opinion, neither is this a satisfactory, so- 
lution. A dissonance, the relations of which are 
expressed by the highest numbers, is caught with 
more difficulty ; a series of dissonances, however, 
following without choice, and without design, can- 
not please. The composer must therefore have 
pursued in his work a certain plan, executed in real 
and perceptible proportions. Then a connoisseur, on 
hearing such a piece, and comprehending, besides 
the proportions, the very plan and design which the 
composer had in view, will feel that satisfaction 
which constitutes the pleasure procured by exquisite 
music to an ear accustomed to relish the beauties 
and delicacies of that enchanting art. It arises, 
then, from divining in some measure the views and 
feelings of the composer, whose execution, when 
fortunate, fills the soul with an agreeable sensation. 
It is a satisfaction somewhat similar to that which 
is derived from the sight of a well-acted pantomifne, 
in which you may coi\jecture, by the gesture and 
action, the sentiments and dialogue intended to be 
expressed, and which presents besides a well- 
digested plan. The enigma of the chimney-sweeper, 
which was so diverting to your highness, furnisnes 
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me with another excellent comparison. When you 
ean gruess the sense, and discover that it is perfectly 
expressed in the proposition of the enigma, you feel 
1 very sensible pleasure on making the discovery ; 
bat insipid and incongruous enigmas produce none. 
Such are, if I may be permitted to judge, the true 
principles on which decisions respecting the excel- 
lence of musical compositions are founded. 
6th May, 1760. 



LETTER IX. 

Compression of the Air. 

The explanation of sound, which I have had the 
honour to present to your highness, leads me for- 
"vrard to a more particular consideration of air, 
which, being susceptible of a movement of vibration, 
auch as that by which musical strings, bells, and 
other sonorous. bodies are agitated, transmits the 
concussion to our ears. It will be immediately 
asked, what is air ? For it does not appear at first 
Bight to be a material substance. As we perceive 
no sensible body in it, surrounding space seems to 
contain no matter whatever. We feel nothing ; we 
can walk, and move every limb in it, without expe- 
riencing the slightest obstacle. But you have only 
to move your hand briskly to be sensible of some 
resistance, and even to perceive a stream of wind 
excited by that rapid movement. Now the wind is 
nothing else but air put in motion ; and seeing it is 
capable of producing eifectsL so surprising, how is it 
possible to doubt that air is a material substance, 
and consequently a body ? For the terms body and 
matUr are synonymous.* 

* Body mlier Implies a quantity of matter in some definite abape, so 
M to IM eaally eomiidered as distinct (hm other matter, as tbe earth, a 
t, a tallBC, Jfce.— Jim. ^ r< a 
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Body is divided into two great classes, solid and 
fluid.* The air, it is evident, must be referred to the 
class of fluids. It has several properties in com- 
mon with water ; but it is much more subtile and 
fine. Experiments have ascertained that air is 
about 800 times more subtile and more rarefied than 
water ; and that if air were to be rendered 800 times 
denser than it is, it would have the same consistency 
as the other flmd.t A principal property of air, by 
which it is distinguished from other fluids, is its 
quality of being compressed, or reduced into a 
smaller space. This is dem'onstrated by the follow- 
ing experiment: Take a tube of metal or glass 
A B C D Fig. 2, close shut p^^ 2 

at the end A B, and open at a c 

the other, into which is in- 1 M ! ^' J 

troduced a piston P, filling B^^ ^ d 
exactly the cavity of the 

tube. On pushing the piston inwards, when it has 
arrived at the middle E, the air which occupied at 
first the cavity A B C D will be reduced one-half, 
and consequently will have become twice as dense. 
If the piston is pushed still farther in, as far as F, 
half-way between B and E, the air will be reduced 
to a space four times smaller than at first ; and if 
you continue to drive forward the t)iston to 6, so 
that B G shall be the half of B F, or the eighth part 
of the whole length B D, the same air which in the 
beginning was expanded over the whole cavity of 
the tube will be contracted to a space eight times 
smaller. Going on in the same manner to contract 
it into a space 800 times smaller, you wiU obtain an 
air 800 times denser than ordinary air. It wonld 

* Matter ia (enerally eonsidered to exist in one of three elasMa m 
fbrma, viz. solid, liquid, or aerirorm. The same kind of matter ia oecfr 
aionally found in each of these forms, aa in tlie case of ice, water, and 
•team.— Am. Ed. 

t It by no means follows, that because water is 800 timea more deoM 
than air, the latter if condensed to l-800tb pan of Its bulk woiild T 
liquid like water.— iim. Ed. 
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then be as dense as water, which it woul4 be easy 
to prove by other experiments. Hence it appears 
that air is a fluid substance, capable of compression, 
or, in other words, of being reduced to a smaller 
space ; and in tins respect it differs entirely from 
water. For let the tube A B C D be filled with this 
last fluid, and attempt to introduce the piston, you 
will find it impossible to drive it forward. Employ 
"what force you may, you will gain nothing; the 
tube will burst sooner than you can reduce the water 
to a space sensibly smaller. This then is the es- 
sential ditTerence between air and wat^r : the latter 
is susceptible of no compression, but air may be 
(Compressed to any degree you please. The more 
the air is compressed the denser it becomes : thus 
the air which occupied a certain space, when com- 
pressed or reduced to half that space, becomes twice 
as dense ; if reduced to a space 10 times smaller, it 
is rendered 10 times more dense ; and so on. I have 
■already remarked, that could it be rendered 800 
i;imes more dense, it would then be as dense as water, 
and consequently as heavy ; for weight increases in 
the same proportion as density. Gold, the heaviest 
substance with which we are acquainted,* is like- 
wise the most dense. It is found by experiment to 
be 19 times heavier than water : so that a mass of 
gold in the formf of a cube of one foot would weigh 
19 times a mass of water of the same dimensions. 
Now such a mass of water weighs 70 pounds ; the 
mass of gold therefore would weigh 19 times 70, 
that is, 1330 pounds. It follows, that were it pos- 
sible to compress air till it were reduced to a space 
19 times 800, that is, 15,300 times smaller, it would 
become as dense and as weighty as gold. 

But it is very far from being possible to carry the 
compression of air to that degree. You may at first 
without difficulty drive forward the piston, but the 

* Platinum, a metal discovered siace tbit was written, is SS timat 
heavier tiian water.— £((. 
t The form is oneaaentiaL— iim. Mi. 
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farther you advance, the resistance becomes more 
powerfid ; and before you are able to reduce the air 
to a space 10 times smaller, such a force must be 
employed as would burst the tube, unless it were 
of uncommon strength. And not only would such a 
force be necessary to drive the piston farther, but 
an equal force would be requisite to keep it in that 
state ; for on the sUghtest relaxation of the power, 
the compressed air would drive it backward. The 
more compressed the air is, the more violent are its 
efforts to expand, and to recover its natural state. 
This is what we call the spring or elasticity of the 
air, of which I propose to treat in my next Letter. 
lOth May, 1760. 



LETTER X. 

Rarefaction and Elasticity of the Air. 

I HAVE remarked, that air is a fluid about 800 times 
more subtile than water ; so that could water, with- 
out being reduced to vapour, be expanded over a 
space so many times greater, and could it become 
of consequence so many times more subtile, it 
would be of a similar consistence with the air which 
we breathe. But air has a property which water 
has not, that of suffering compression into a smaller 
space, and of being proportionably condensed, as I 
demonstrated in the preceding letter. And we dis- 
cover in air another property no less remarkable : 
it is capable of being expanded over a greater space, 
and thus rendered still more subtile. This opera- 
tion is called the rarefaction of air. 

You have only to take, as before, a tube A B C S^ 
Fig. 3, at the bottom of «• « 

which A C let there be a a ti - n 

small aperture 0, so that, q_J a T ^ 

on introducing the piston c^ S 6 g h 

as far as to £ F, the air 
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may escape by that aperture without being con- 
densed. The air which now occupies the cavity 
A C E F will then be in its natural state ; let the 
aperture O be closely stopped. On drawing back 
the piston,- the air will gradually expand through the 
greater space, so that when the piston is brought 
bacic to the point 6, the space C 6 being double the 
space F, the same air which was contained in the 
space A C E F will fill a space twice as great ; it 
will be of course only half as dense, or, which is 
the same- thing, twice as rare. If you draw back 
the piston to the point H, the space C H being four 
times as great as the space C F, the air will be- 
come four times as rare as it was at first, as it is 
then expanded over a space four times as great. 
And could the piston be drawn bjick till the space 
became 1000 times as great, the air would still 
equally expand through that space, and consequently 
become 1000 times as rare. Here fhen, likewise, 
air differs essentially from water: for if the cavity 
A C E F were filled with water, to no purpose 
would you draw back the piston ; the water would 
continue to occupy the same space as at first, and 
the rest would remain empty. Hence we see that 
the air possesses an intrinsic pow^r of expanding 
itself more and more, which it exerts not only when 
it is condensed, but also when rarefied. In what- 
ever state of condensation or rarefaction the air 
may be, it makes unremitting efforts to extend itself 
over a larger space, and is continually expanding so 
long as it meets no obstacle. This property is 
called the elasticity of air ; and it has been demon- 
strated, by experiments which I shall presently de- 
scribe, that this elastic power is in proportion to 
the density; in other words, the more the air is 
condensed, the greater are its efforts to expand 
itself; and the more rarefied it is, the feebler are 
those efforts. It will be demanded, perhaps, why the 
air now in my chamber does not make its escape by 



•. 
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the door, bein^ endowed with an expansibility con- 
tinually impelling it to occupy a greater space t The 
answer is obvious. This would infallibly happen, 
did not the external air make equal efforts to eztaaid 
itself; but the efforts of the air of the chamber to 
get out, and that of the external air to press in, 
being equal, they balance each other, and remain in a 
state of rest. Had the external air accidentally ac- 
quired a greater degree of density, that is, more 
elasticity, it would in part force its way into the 
chamber, where the air, being compressed, would 
likewise acquire a greater degree of elasticity ; this 
current would accordingly last till the elasticity of 
the internal became equal to that of the external air. 
And should the air of the chamber suddenly become 
more dense, and its elasticity greater than that of 
the external air, it would force its way out ; and its 
density gradually diminishing, its elasticity too would 
diminish, tiU it became equal to the external air ; the 
current would then cease, and the air in the cham- 
ber would be in equilibrium with the extemaL Free 
air, then, is in a state of rest only when it has the 
same degree of elasticity with that which surrounds 
it ; and as soon as that of the one tract becomes 
more or less elastic than the adjoining, the equi- 
libriiun can no longer subsist ; but if the elastic!^ is 
greater, the air will expand itself, and slide mto 
spaces where it is smaller : and from this motion 
of the air results the wind. Hence it comes to pass 
that the elasticity of the air is sometimes greater, 
sometimes less, in the same place ; and this variation 
is indicated by the baromet^, the description of 
which merits a particular consideration. I confine 
myself at present to these qualities of air, its coii- 
densation aind rarefaction, entreating you to recollect, 
that the more condensed it is, the greater power of 
expansion or elasticity it acquires; and that, on 
the contrary, the more it is rarefied, the more Uu8 
quality is diminished. Experimental phUpsopbeni 
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have invented one riiachine for rarefying air, and 
another for condensing it : the former is called the 
air-pump, the latter the condenser. These machines 
serve to perform many curious experiments, with 
which you are already well acquainted. I reserve 
to myself, however, the liberty of recapitulating 
some of them, because they are necessary to eluci- 
date and explain the nature and properties of air, 
TThich, as they powerfully contribute to the pres- 
ervation of- animais, and the production of plants, 
press upon us the importance of forming a iust idea 
of them. 

Uth May, 1760. 



LETTER XI. 

Gravity of the Air. 

I HAVE endeavoured to demonstrate that the air 
is a fluid, endowed with the particular property of 
suffering compression into a smaller space, and of 
^xpandmg into a greater, when no obstacle inter- 
poses. This property of air,.known by the name of 
spring, or elasticity, from its resemblance to a spring, 
which it requires an effort to unbend, and which re- 
sumes its form as soon as the effort ceases, is accom- 
panied by another, in common to it with all bodies 
in general, namely, gravity or weight, in virtue of 
which all bodies tend towards the centre of the earth, 
and by which they are under the necessity of falling 
down, unless supported. The learned are very much 
divided, and very uncertain, respecting the primary 
and mechanical cause of this power ; but its exist- 
ence is indubitable. Daily experience evinces it. 
We know even the quantity of* it, and can measure 
it exactly. For the weight of a body is nothing else 
but the power which constrains it to descend ; and 
as the weight of every body may be exactly meas- 
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iired, we know perfectly well the effect of gnvitfg 
tlioii:;h the cause, or that invisible power which acts 
upon all bodies, forcing them to descend, may be 
absolutely unknown to us. It follows, that the more 
matter any body contains, the heavier it is. Gold 
and lead are heavier than wood or feathers, as they 
contain more matter in the same bulk, or in the same 
extent. But as air is a very subtile and thin sub- 
stance, and its gravity of consequence very little, this 
Property usually escapes our senses. Experiments, 
owever, may be made capable of producing full 
conviction that it possesses gravity. You have seen 
how the air may be rarefied in a vessel or. a tube; 
and by means of the air-pump, this rarefaction may 
be carried so far as almost entirely to exhaust the 
air, and to leave the receiver sensibly a vacuum. 
Or you may make a tube jp- a 

A B C D, Fig, 4, into which , ^*i, • *• 

you introduce the piston F E, 




so as perfectly to touch the ^ - ^ ~"^ 

bottom, and to leave no air 

between the two surfaces. To perform the experi- 
ment with more advantage, let there be at the bot- 
tom of the tube a little aperture G, through which 
the air may escape as the piston is pushed forward. 
Let the aperture then be closely stopped, that not a 
particle of air may be included between the piston 
and the bottom of the tube. Having made this ar- 
rangement, draw bacic the piston ; and the external 
air not being able to force its way into the tube, 
there will remain between the bottom of the tube 
and the piston a perfect vacuum, which may be in- 
creased at pleasure by continuing to draw back the 
piston. You may thus exclude the air contained in 
a vessel ; and such vessel, reduced to a vacuum, 
being tried in accurate scales, will be found to weigh 
less than when filled with air. Hence we deduce 
this very important conclusion, that the air con- 
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tained in an empty vessel* increases its weight, and 
that the air itself possesses gravity. Were the 
vessel large enough to contain 800 pounds weight of 
water, we mi^ht discover by this experiment that 
the body of air which fills it would weigh nearly 
one pound. Hence we conclude, that air is 800 
times lighter than water. I must be understood as 
speaking of the common air which surrounds us, 
and which we breathe ; for you know, that with the 
assistance of art, air may be compressed by forcing 
it into a smaller space, and its gravity thereby in- 
creased. Were the vessel which I have mentioned 
to be filled with air compressed to twice the con- 
sistence of common air, it would weigh two pounds 
more than when empty. Were it filled with air 
800 times more compressed than common air, it 
would weigh. 800 pounds more than when empty, 
that is, as much as if it were filled with water. 
The air, then, possessing a certain degree of gravity, 
though in the natural state of this fiuid its gravity 
is extremely small, it must, however, as well as aU 
other bodies, tend towards the centre of the earth, 
and consequently it presses on every thing which 
opposes this tendency. For this reason the superior 
air presses downward on the inferior, and this 'last 
undergoes a compression from the weight of the 
whole mass of air which is above it. Hence it 
comes to pass, that in these regions the air has a 
certain degree of compression or density, which is 
the effect of the gravity of the superior air ; and that 
if the superior air had more or less gravity, the air 
which surrounds us would likewise become more or 
less dense. It is thus that the air below supports 
the weight of the superior air, and that the more we 
ascend the more it loses its density, and rarefies ; 
so that were it possible to continue to ascend, the 
air would at length be totally lost, or woidd become 

* Ttet it, emptied oC all snbttancet except air.— iim. Ed, 

Vol. I.— F 
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80 subtile and so rarefied as to be no longer percep- 
tible. Were you to descend, on the contrary, into 
a very deep pit, you would find the density of the air 
continually increasing, from the increase of the mass 
of air pressing downward upon it. 
nth May, 1760. 



- LETTER XII. 

Of the Atmosphere, and the Barom&ter. 

Having demonstrated that air is a fluid, elastic, 
and possessed of gravity, I proceed to remark, that 
the earth is surrounded on all sides by this fluid, wad 
that the space which it fills is called the atmosphere. 
It would be absolutely impossible for a perfect 
vacuum to exist on any part of the earth^s surface ; 
for the air of the adjoining regions, compressed by 
the weight of the superior air, and making incessant 
efforts to dilate, would force itself into the empty 
space and fill it. The atmosphere, therefore, occu- 
pies the whole region which surrounds the earth; 
the inferior air is continually compressed by the 
weiffht of the superior air, and that until the degree 
of elasticity which results from this compression is 
able to form an equilibrium to the compressing power. 
Then, although this air is compressed only in a 
downward direction, it produces, in virtue of its 
elasticity, efforts to expand itself, not only down- 
wards, but sideways also. For this reason, the air 
in a chamber is as much compressed as the external, 
which appeared a paradox to certain philosophers ; 
for they reasoned thus: In a chapiber, the inferior 
air is compressed only by the small quantity of su- 
perior air included in that chamber; whereas the 
external air is compressed by the weight of the whole 
atmosphere, the height of which is immense. But 
the difficulty is at once removed, by the property 
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which air possesses of expanding itself when com- 

gressed in all directions. Now the air in the cham- 
er is at first reduced by the external air to the 
same deg^ree of compression and elasticity with 
itself; hence, whether I am in my chamber or in the 
open air, I feel the same compression ; beinff always 
understood, that I mean at the same height, or at 
the. same distance from the centre of the earth. For 
I have already remarked, that on getting to the sum- 
mit of a high tower, or of a lofty mountain, the 
compression of the air is less, because the weight 
of the superior air is then diminished. Various 
phenomena confirm this state of the compression 
of the air. 

Take, for instance, Fig. 5, a tube A B, close ^^^ _ 
at the end A, and having filled it with water, ^^ 
or any other fluid, invert it so that the open ^^ 
end B may be undermost, and you will find 
that the fluid does not run out.* -The elas- 
ticity of the air acting at B, in opposition to 
the fluid, supports it in the tube. But if you 
make an aperture into the tube at A, the fluid 
iftimediately descends ; the .air which is ad- 
mitted by the aperture acts then from above, 
by its pressure upon the water, and forces it |g 
downward ; which demonstrates, that while 
the tube was close at top, it was the external air 
which supported the water in it. And were such a 
tube to be placed in a receiver, from which the air 
was extracted by the air-pump, the fluid would in- 
stantly descend. The ancients, to whom this prop- 
erty of air was unknown, alleged that nature sup- 
ported the water in the tube, from the horror which 
it- has of a vacuum. For, said they, were the fluid 
to descend, there must be a vacuum at the upper 
end of the tube, as the air could find no admission 
into it. According to them, therefore, it was the 

* The opea end B mast be kept beneath the surface of the water to 
answer the dcslgB of the experiment, or else be so small as to prerent 
the passage of air and water at the same time.— Am. Ed. 
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horror of a vacuum which kept the fluid suspended 
in the tube. It is now demonstrated, that it is the 
force of the air which supports the weight of the 
fluid in the tube ; and as this force has a determinate 
quantity, the effect cannot exceed a certain limit. 

It is found by experiment,- that if the tube A B 48 
more than 33 feet in length, water will no longer 
remain suspended in it, but will run out till it cortaes 
to the height of 38 feet ; the space left at the top 
will, of course, be a real vacuum. The force of the 
air then cannot support water in the tube at more 
than the height of 33 feet ; and as the same force 
supports the whole atmosphere, it is concluded that 
a column of the atmosphere is of equal weight, the 
base being equal with a column of^ water 33 feet 
high. If, instead of water, you were to use mercury, 
which is 14 times heavier, the force of the tax could 
support it in the tube at the height of only 98 inches ; 
and if you go beyond that, the mercury descends tUl 
its height corresponds to the pressure of the atmo- 
sphere, leaving the space ^t the top of the tube a 
vacuum. Such a tube, close above and opien below, 
being filled with mercury, forms the instrument 
called the barometer, by means of which it has been 
discovered that the atmosphere is not always of 
equal gravity. For its real gravity is ascertained by 
the barometer from the height of the mercury, 
which, as it rises or falls, indicates that the density 
of the air, or the pressure of the atmosphere is 
increasing or diminishing. 

20M May, 1760. 



LETTER XIII. 

Cff Air-Chins, and the Compression of Air in Gunpowder. 

Having explained that remarkable property of air 
which is denominated compressibility, by means of 
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which it is reducible into a smaller space, we are 
enabled to give an account of several productions of 
both nature and art. I shall begin with an explana- 
tion of the air-^Uy though I have no doubt but you 
are well acquainted witli that instrument. Its con- 
struQtion is similar to that of the common ^n ; but 
instead of powder, we employ condensed air to dis- 
charge the bullet. 

In order to comprehend the process of thia opera- 
tion, it must be observed that air can be compressed 
only by a force proportional to the degree of con- 
densation which you wish to obtain; in this state it 
strives to extend itself, and the efforts which it makes 
are precisely equal to the force necessary to reduce 
it to the size wluch it actually occupies. The more, 
then, that the air is condensed, the more violent are 
its efforts to dilate ; and if the air is raised to a den- 
sity twice as great as when it is free, which is the 
case when we ireduce it to half the space which it 
occupies in its natural state, the force with which it 
endeavours t6 expand is eqUal to the pressure of a 
column of water 33 feet high. Figure to yourself 
a great cask of this height filled with water ; this 
fluid will undoubtedly make a stronger pressure on 
the bottom of the vessel. If you make a hole in it 
near the bottom, the water will force itself out vnth 
considerable violence ; and on stopping the aperture 
with your finger, you will be abundantly sensible of 
this pressure of the water. The bottom of the cask 
sustains throughout a similar pressure. Now a ves- 
sel containing air twice as dense as that of the atmo- 
sphere must undergo precisely such a pressure ; and 
if it were not sufficiently strong to sustain it, would 
burst. The sides, then, of this vessel must be as 
strong as the bottom of the cask I have mentioned. 
If in the same vessel the air were three times as 
dense as common air, the force with which it would 
act upon the sides must be increased in the propor- 
tion of one more, and would be the same which is 

F3 
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sustained by the bottom of a cask full of water of 66 
feet in height. You will easily conceive that this 
force must be very great, and that it must go on in- 
creasing in the same ratio, according to the different 
degrees of condensation of the air. This being laid 
down, there is at the bottom of the air-gun a cavity 
strongly fortified on all sides, into which the air is 
more and more compressed, in order to reduce it to 
as high a degree of density as the force employed 
for that purpose can admit. The air confined in this 
cavity will thereby acquire a prodigious power to 
force itself out ; and if an apc^rture is made, it wiU 
fly off with a velocity proportional to that power. 
"Sow there is such an aperture, which terminates in 
the cavity of the tube into which the ball is put. It 
is closely stopped ; but when you wish to discharge 
the piece, you open, for an instant, the valve which 
shuts it; and the Hir, rushing forth, forces out the 
ball with all the velocity which we remark in shoot- 
ing. Every time you discharge the valve is kept 
open only a singlie monfent ; a certain quantity of 
air, therefore, and no more, can escape, and enough 
still will remain for several shots. But on discharge, 
its density and corresponding elasticity diminish; 
and for this reason, the latter discharges are less 
forcible than the former, till the force is at length 
entirely exhausted. Were the valve to remain open 
any considerable time, more air would make its 
escape, which would all go to waste ; for this force 
acts upon the ball only while it is in the barrel of 
the gun; as soon as it is shot off, it is useless to 
leave a passage for the air. Hence it appears, that 
were it possible to carry the condensation of this 
fluid a great deal farther, you would produce from 
the wind-gun the same effects as from the gons 
and cannons in common use.* 

* Air-gnnn are now constructed so as to be used witb an effect neaily 
equal to a common fowlingpiece, but tbeacciuracy oececMury to UMk ' 
-ooofltrnetion, renders tbem too ezpenaive and tnmbleaoaie to be ««b 
Mitnted ibr common muakeu.— ilm. Ed. 
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The effect of artillery is accordingly founded on 
the same principle. Gunpowder is only a substance 
which contains in its pores an air extremely con- 
densed. Nature produces here the same operations 
which we employ for compressing the air, but car- 
ries the condensation to a much higher degree. All 
that is necessary is to open the little cavities in 
which this dense air is confined, that it may have 
liberty to escape. This is performed by means of 
fire, which bursts open these little envelopes : the 
air then' suddenly flies off with incredible velocity, 
and forces before it bullets and balls in a manner 
entirely similar to that which we have remarked in 
the case of the wind-gun, but with much greater 
impetuosity. • Here, then, are two very surprising 
effects produced from the condensation of air, with 
this single difference, that in the one it is the work 
of art, and in the other that of nature^ We see 
therefore in this, as in every thing else, how infi- 
nitely the operations of human 9klll are surpassed 
by those of nature.* 

24th May, 1760. 



LETTER XIV. 

The Effect produced by Heat and Cold on all Bodies, 
and of the Pyrometer and Thermometer. 

BEsmEs the properties already mentioned, air has 
another very remarkable quality in common to it 
with all bodies, not excepting such as are solid ; I 

* The account here given of the nature or gunpowder, and of the 
effect of fire upon it is very erroneous. Air. is not imprisoned, as the 
author supposed, ih the pores or the powder. The explosive eflfect of 
gun-powder is owing to the sudden conversion of its solid particles or 
grains into elastic airs or gases by the touch of fire, in consequencs 
of wliich it expands^ into many thou-tand times its former bulk. The 
nature of the gase^j thus rapidly formed can be un<ler8tnod only by an 
attention to the composition of the powder and tbe ebymlcal diangee 
wbicb it undergoes by heat.— iLm. Ed. 
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mean the change produced on it by heat and cold. 
It is observable, in general, that all bodies, being 
heated, dilate or increase in size. A bar of iron 
made very hot, is somewhat longer and thicker than 
when it is cold. There is an instrument called the 
pyrometer, which accurately indicates the slightest 
differences of length or shortness that a bar of iron 
undergoes to which it is applied. You know that 
in a watch some of the wheels niove very slowly, 
though they communicate motion to others which 
revolve virith considerable rapidity. By a similar 
mechanism it is possible, from a change almost im- 
perceptible, to produce one very considerable, as is 
the case of the pyrometer, which I have just men- 
tioned. It has an index, which runs over a very 
considerable space, on the slightest change produced 
in the length of the body on which the experiment 
is made. On appl3ring this instrument to a bar of 
iron, or any other metiil, placed over a burning lamp, 
the index is immediately put in motion, and shows 
that the bar is becoming longer ; and as the heat 
increases, the bar likewise increases in length. But 
on extin^ishing the lamp, and the bar growing cold 
again, the index moves in a contrary direction, and 
thereby shows that the bar is growing shorter. The 
difference, however, is so slight, t^t without the 
help of this instrument it would be difficult to per- 
ceive it. Yet this variation is abundantly percepti- 
ble in the motion of pendulum time-pieces. The 
use of the pendulum is to regulate the motion. If 
you lengthen it, the clock goes slower ; and if you 
shorten it, the clock goes faster. Now it is remarked, 
that in very hot weather all clocks lose time, 
and proportionably gain it in very cold weather; 
which clearly demonstrates that the. pendidum is 
lengthened or shortened, according to the tempera- 
ture of the air. 

All bodies undergo this alteration • but the quan- 
tity differs greatly, according to the nature of the 
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substance of which they are composed. In fluida, 
especially, this variability is very perceptible. To 
ascertain it, take a glass tube, i C, Fig. ^j p: q 
Joined at the end B to a hollow ball A, and ■''^g-"* 
let it be filled with any liquor you please up 
to M. On heating the ball A, the liquor wiU 
rise from M towards C; when it becomes 
cold again, the liquor will fall towards B. 
This clearly proves that the^ same Uquid oc- 
cupies a greater space when it is heated, and a 
smaller when cold. It is likewise clear, that 
this variation must be more perceptible when 
the baU is large and the tube narrow. For if 
the whole mass of liquor increases or dimin- 
ishes by a thousandth part, that thousandth 
part will occupy, in the tube, a space great in 
proportion to its narrowness. Such an instru- 
ment then is exceedingly proper to indicate to us 
the , different degrees of heat and cold ; for if the 
liquor rises or falls, it is a certain indication that 
the heat is increasing or diminishing. This 'instru- 
ment is called the thermometer,* which points out 

* Of tbl« instrument tbere are three kinds now in use, Yiz. FaJbvfw *^ 
heitt^ Rtaunwx «, and CeUnuft or the riruigrade thermometer. In tbt I 
first of these, which is used in Britain and North America, the flreetinf ; 
point is at SSO, and the boiling point at 21 2o, the interval being ISOC ! 
In AeMcm«y'«, which is used iu Switaerlaild. Italy, and part of GernMny, 
the scale begins at the flreeting point, and the boiling point is plaesd at 
80O, the interval being 80o. In the centigrade thermotneter, which is 
used in France, Sweden, and Ueumark, the freeaing point is at Oo, and 
the boiling point al 100<'. 

The flreexing (mint of the thermometer is immoTeable, unless when 
the bolb containing the mercury has <ihanged. its form, which has been 
rsoentiy supposed to lake place in consequence of the Tacuum above the 
msreury, which exposes the bulb to the pressure of the atmosphere. 
The boiling point is, however, variable, depending on the pressure of 
the atmosphere. Near the surfkce of the earth it varies P of Fahreo- 
belt Ibr every 530 (bet of altitude, or for 0-589 inches of the barometer. 
By measuring therefore. the temperature at which water boils, we may 
determine the height of the place This method was first suggested bf 
FahreiiiieU and (Tavallo, but has been perliacted by the Rev. F. J. H. 
WoUaston, who has given an account of this thenuometrical barometer 
in the PkilMopkical Transactions for 1817, p. 183.— £d. 

A fimnh kind of graduation, ealled De Usle*! thermooMter, baa been 
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the changes that take place in the temperatnre of 
the air, and of the bodies that surround ui^. It mnt 
not be confounded with the barometer^ whose xm 
is to indicate the gravity of the air, or rather th9 
force with which it is compressed. This caution lathe 
more necessary, that the barometer and thermont 
eter have a considerable resemblance : being both 
glass tubes filled with mercury ; but their conatno- 
tion and the principles on which they are founded 
are entirely different. This quality of bodies, ei- 
tension by heat and contraction by cold, behnuB 
likewise in a very superior degree to air. I suT 
explain it at greater length in my next Letter. 
2nth May, 1760. 



LETTER XV. 
Changes produced in the Atmosphere by Heat and CoU, 

Heat and cold produce the same effect otf air as 
on every other body. Air is rarefied by heat, and 
condensed by cold. From what I have said of the 
elasticity of air, you easily perceive that a certain 
quantity of this fluid is not determined to occapy 
only a certain space, as all other bodies are ; but by 
its nature it has a perpetual tendency to dilate, and 
actually does expand itself, as long as it meets no 
obstacle. 

This property of air is denominated elasticity. 
When this fluid is confined in a vessel, it makes ef- 
forts in every direction to burst it ; and these efforts 
are greater or less in proportion to its condensation. 
Hence we come to this conclusion, that the elas- 
ticity of air is in exact proportion to its density; so 

used (o ftome extent, chiefly in Russia. The scale commeneM it Ifat 
filing point, and descends to the (Vcezing, which is marked 1500 FMmH 
heit's scale is the one in common une in the United States, altbonik lh« 
centigrade is sometimes employed for philosophical purpoan.~iUi. At 
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fliat when its density is doubled, its elasticity is like- 
wise doubled ; and that, in general, a certain degree 
of elasticity corresponds to a proportional degree 
of density. It must be remarked, however, that this 
takes place no longer than while the air preserves 
the same degree of heat. AVhenever it becomes 
hotter, it acquires greater power of expansion than 
whs^t corresponded to its density ; and cold produces 
the opposite effect, by diminishing its expansive 
power. In order then to determine the elasticity of 
a mass of air, it is not sufficient to luiow its density; 
you must likewise know its degree of heat. In 
order to set this in a clear light, let us suppose two 
chambers closely shut on all sides, but united by a 
door of communication : and that the heat in both 
is equal. In order to this the air in both chambers 
must have the same degree of density. For were 
the air more dense, and consequently more elastic, in 
the one than in the other, part of it would escape 
from the one, and force its way iato the other, till 
the density in both were the same. But let us sup- 
pose that one of the chambers has become hotter 
than the other, the air thereby acquiring a greater 
elasticity, would of course force itself into the other, 
and reduce that which it found there into a smaller 
space, till the elasticity in both chambers was brought 
to the same degree. During this change there will 
be a current of air through, the door, from the cham- 
ber which is n^ore into that Avhich is less heated ; 
and when the eqfhilibrium is restored, the air will be 
more rarefied in the warm apartment, and more 
condensed in the cold ; and yet the elasticity of both 
will be the same. From this it clearly follows, that 
two masses of air of different densities may have 
the same elasticity, when the one is hotter than the 
other ; and this circumstance taken into considera- 
tion, it may happen, that with the same degree of ^' 
density, they may be endowed with different degree^ 
of elastiGity. -^ 
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What I have said of two chambers may be applied 
to two countries ; and hence it may be concluded, 
that when one country becomes wanner than the 
other, there must of necessity be a current of air 
from the one to the other ; and from this results the 
wind. 

Here, then, is one fruitful source of winds, though 
there are perhaps others, which consist in (Af- 
ferent degrees of heat which prevail in different 
regions of the earth; and it. is demonstrable, that 
the whole air which surrounds the earth could not 
be in a state of rest unless that, universally, at equal 
heights, there were found the same degree, not onl^ 
of density, but likewise of heat. And should it 
happen that there were no wind over the whole sur- 
face of the earth, it might with certaiifty be con- 
cluded that the air would Ukewise be everywhere 
equally dense and warm at equal heights. Now, as 
this never happens, there must of necessity always 
be winds, at least in sofne regions. But these winds 
are, for the .most part, to be met with only on the 
surface of the earth ; and the higher you rise, the 
less violent winds are. Winds are hardly percep- 
tible at the summit of very high mountains ; there 
perpetual tranquiUity reigns ; from which it is im- 
possible to doubt that at considerable elevations 
the adr is always in a state of rest. Hence it follows, 
that in regions remarkably elevated, there universally 

Srevails all over the earth the same degree of 
ensity and heat ; for were it hatter in one place 
than in another, the air could not be in a state of 
rest. And as there is no wind in these elevated 
regions, it must necessarily follow, that the degree 
of heat there must be always the same ; which is a ^ 
very surprising paradox, considering the great varia- 
tions of heat and cold which we feel on the sur-r 
face Of the earth, during the course of a year, and 
eren of one day ; without taking into the account the 
difierence of climate, that is, the intolerable heats 
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felt under the equator, and the dreadful cold ivhich 
constantly prevails towards the poles of the earth« 
Experience itself, however, confirms the truth of 
this astonishing fact. The snow and ice remain 
equally, summer and winter, on the mountains of 
Switzerland, and are equally unchangeable on the 
Cordilleras, lofty mountains of Peru, situated under 
the very equator, and where there perpetually reigns, 
nevertheless, a cold as excessive as that pf the polar 
legions. The height of these niountains is 4| Eng- 
lish miles, or 24,000 feef. From this it may be 
with confidence concZuded, that were it possible 
for us to ascend to the height of 24,000 feet above 
the earth, we should always meet with the same 
degree of cold, and that cold excessively severe. 
We should remark there no sensible difference dur- 
ing either summer or winter, under the equator, or 
near the poles. At this height, and still higher, the 
state of the atmosphere is universally, and at all 
seasons, the same ; and the variations of heat and 
cold take place near the surface of the earth alone. 
It is only m these inferior regions that the effect of 
the ray 8 of the sun becomes perceptible. You have, 
undoubtedly, some curiosity to know the reason of 
this. It shall be the subject of the following Letter. 
^UtMay, 1760. 



LETTER XVI. 

The Cold felt on high Mountains and at great Depths 

accounted for* 

It appears very surprising, that we should feel the 
same degree of cold in all regions, after We have 
risen to a certain height, say 24,000 feet ; consider- 
ing that the variations with respect to heat on the 
earth, not only in different climates, but in the same 
country, at different seasons of the year, are So pef« 
VOL. I.— G 
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cseptible.* This variety, which takes place at tht 
surface of the globe, is undoubtedly occasioned by 
the sun. It appears, at first sight, that his influence 
must be the sa^ne above and below, especially when 
we reflect, that a height of 24,000 feet, though very 
great with respect to us, and even far beyond the 
height of vfirvj lofty mountains, is a mere nothing, 
compared to t ne distance of the sun, which is ^bout 
ninety-six millions of miles. This is, therefore, a 
very important difllculty, which we must endeavour 
to solve. For this purpose I begin with remarking, 
that the rays of the sun do not communicate heat to 
any bodies but such as do not grant them a free 
passage. You know that bodies through which we 
can discern objects are denominated transparent, 
pellucid, and diaphanous. These bodies are glass, 
crystal, diamond, water, and several other liquids^ 
though some are more or less transparent than 
others. One of these transparent bodies being ex- 
posed to the sun, is not heated to such a degree as 
a body not transparent, as wood, iron^ &c. Bodies 
not transparent are denominated opaque. A buniing- 
glass, for example, by transmitting the rays of the 
sun, sets on fire opaque bodies, while the glass itself 
is not sensibly heated. Water exposed to the sun 
becomes somewhat warm, only because it is not 
perfectly transparent ; when we see it considerably 
neated by the sun at the brink of rivers, it is because 
the bottom, being aa opaque body, is heated by the 
rays which the water transmits. Now, every heated 
body eommuHicates that heat to all adjoining bodies ; 
the water accordingly derives heat from the bottom. 
If the water be very deep, so that the rays cannot 

/ Tbe mane degree x>r cold is not ftlt at the name height in all re- 
gions. On ascending to a certain height we arrive at the line or term 
of perpetual congelation, where snow or ice would never melt. This 
line is at the equator at the height of ISJST? feet ; in the latitude of 450 
itfl height is 7658 feet ; in the latitude of SfP it is 130 feet, and it just 
jrrnzes the surflice of the earth at the poles. The influence of this line 
Ujpon tke idienoniena of the weather is ver}' important.— ^m. Ed. 
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penetrate to the bottom, it has no perceptible heat, 
though the sun bears upon it. 

As air is a very transparent body to a much 
higher degree than glass or water, it follows that it 
cannot be heated by the sun, because the rays are 
freely transmitted through it. The heat which we 
frequently feel in the air is communicated to it by 
opaque <bodies, which the rays of the sun have 
heated ; and were it possible to annihilate all these 
bodies, the air would scarcely undergo any change 
in its temperature by the rays of the sun: exposed 
to it or not, it would be equally cold. But the at- 
mosphere is not perfectly transparent : it is even 
sometimes so loaded with vapours that it loses 
. almost entirely its transparency, and presents only 
a thick fog. When the air is in this state, the rays 
of the sun have a more powerful influence upon it, 
and heat it immediately. 

But these vapours rise to no great height ; at the 
height of 24,000 feet, and beyond, the air is so sub- 
tile and 80 pure, that it is perfectly transparent ; and 
for this reason the rays of the sun cannot imme- 
diately produce any effect upon it. This air is like- 
wise too remote from terrestrial bodies to receive a 
communication of heat from them ; they act only 
upon such as are adjacent. Hence you will easily 
perceive that the rays of the sun cannot produce 
any effect in regions of the air very much elevated 
above the surface of the earth ; and that the same 
degree of cold must always and universally prevail 
in such regions, as the sun has no influence there, 
and as the heat of terrestrial bodies cannot be com- 
municated so far. This is nearly the case on the 
summit of very high mountains, where it is always 
much colder than on plains and in valleys. 

The city of Quito, in Peru, is almost under the 
equator, and were we to form our judgment from its 
situation on the globe, we would suppose it op- 
pressed with intolerable heat ; the air, however, ia 
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abundantly temperate,' and differs very little from 
that of Paris. Quito is situated at a great height 
abo^e the real surface of the earth. In going to it 
firom the seashore you have to ascend for several 
days ; it is accordingly built at an elevation equal to 
tiiat of our highest mountains, though surrounded 
by others still much higher, called the Cordilleras. 
Tbis last circumstance would afford a reason for 
thinking that the air there must be as hot as at the 
mrface of the earth, as it is contiguous on all sides 
to opaque bodies, on which the rays of the sun fall. 
The objection is solid ; and no solution can be given 
but this : — ^That the air of Quito, being very elevated, 
most be much more subtile, and of less gravity than 
with us ; and the barometer, which always stands 
considerably lower, incontestably proves it. 

Air of such a quality is not so susceptible of heat 
as common air, as it must contain less vapour and 
Other particles which usually float in the atmosphere ; 
and we know by experience that air very much loaded 
is proportionably susceptible of heat. I must here 
subjoin another phenomenon no less surprising : — In 
Teiy deep pits, and lower still, if it were still possible 
to descend, the same degree of heat always and uni- 
Tcrsally prevails, and nearly for the same reason.* 
As the rays of the sun exert their influence only on 
the surface of the earth, and as the heat which they 
ffaere excite communicates itself up and down, this 
efibct at very great depths is almost imperceptible. 
The same thing holds respecting considerable heights, 

Zd June, 1760. 

* It hM been reoenay flMUid, tliat in deseending deep miDet, the tem- 
perature, inetead of being uniform, increasee considerably, amoontinff in 
Mme etmm to alxmt 18P Of FaliTeimeH at a depth of 500 fbec— ^Xd. 
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LETTER XVII. 

Of Light J and the Systems of Descartes and Newton, 

Having spoken of the rayi of the sun, which are 
the focuB of all the heat and hght that we enjoy, you 
will undoubtedly ask, What ar&these rays ? This is, 
beyond question, one of the most important inquiries 
in physics, as from it an infinite number or phe- 
nomena is derived. Every thing that respects light, 
and that renders objects visible, is closely connected 
with this inquiry. The ancient philosophers seem 
to have taken little interest in the solution of it. They 
contented themselves with saying that the sun is 
endowed with the quality of shining, of giving heat 
and light. But is it not worth while to inquire, | 
Wherein does this quality consist ? Do certain por- • \ 
tions, inconceivably small, of the sun himself, or of 
his substance, come down to us 1 Or, is the trans- 
mission similar to the sound of a bell, which the ear 
receives^ though no part of the substance of the 
bell be separated from it — as I observed in explaining 
the propagation and perception of sound. 

Descartes, the first of modern philosophers, main- ' 
tained this last opinion ; and having filled the whole 
universe with a subtile matter composed of small 
globules, which he calls the second element, he sup- 
poses that the sun is in a state of contjqiual agitation, 
which he transmits to these globules, and pretends 
that they again communicate their motion in an in- 
stant to every part of the universe. But since it has 
been discovered that the rays of the sun do not reach 
us instantaneously, and that they take eight minutes 
to fly through that immense distance, the opinion of . 
Descartes, which laboured besides under otner diffi- 
culties, has been given up. > \^ 

The great Newton afterward embraced the fd^mei^. 

G2 
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78 0f UGHT — SYSTEMS OF 

g3rBtem, and maintained that the luminous rays are 
really separated from the body of the sun, and the 
particles of light thence emitted with that inconceiv- 
able velocity which brings them down to us in about 
eight minutes. This opinion, which is that of most 
modem philosophers, particularly the English, is 
called the system of mnanation — ^it being imagined 
that rays emanate from the sun and other luminous 
bodies, as water emanates or springs from a fountain. 
This opinion appears at first sight very bold, and 
irreooncilable to reason. For were the sun emitting 
continually, and in all directions, such floods of lu- 
minous matter, with a velocity so prodigious, he must 
*l speedily be exhausted ; or at least some alteration 
must) after the lapse of so many ages, be perceptible. 
T\^, however, is contradicted by observation. It 
cannot be a matter of doubt, that a fountain which 
should emit streams of water in all directions would 
H be exhausted in proportion to the velocity of the 
emission; much more the sun, whose rays are emitted 
witti a velocity so inconceivable. Let the particles 
of which rays of light are formed be supposed as 
subtile as you please, nothing will be gained; the 
sjrstem will ever remain equally untenable. It cannot 
be affirmed that this emanation is not made m all 
directions ; for wherever you are placed, the whole 
sun is visible, which proves incontestably that rays 
from every point of the sun are emitted towards the 
spQt which you occupy. The case is very different 
from that of a fountain, which should emit streams 
of water in all directions. For one point in the 
fountain cquld furnish only one stream directed to a 
particular spot ; but every point of the sun's surface 
must emit an infinite number, diffusing themselves in 
^11 directions. This circumstance alone infinitely 
increases the expenditure of luminous matter, which 
the sun woiild have to make. 

Another difficulty, and which appears equally in- 
supenible, is, thafi, the sun is not th^ only body whicl^ 
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emits rays, but that all the stars have the same ^ 
quality ; and as everywhere the rays of the sun must 
be crossing the rays of the stars, their collision must 
he violent in the extreme. How must their direction 
be changed by such collision ! This collision must ' • 
take place with respect to all lununous bodies visible 
at the same time. Each, however, appears distinctly, ^ 
without suffering the slightest derangement from any "* ' ' 
other — a certain proof that many rays may pass 1; 
through the same point without d isturbing each other, | j 
which seems irreconcilable to the system of emana- "* J 
tion. Let two fountains bo set a playing upon each 
other, and you will immediately perceive their differ- 
ent streams disturbed and confounded: it must of 
consequence be concluded, that the motion of the . 
rays of light is verjr essentially different from that ; 
of a jet d^eau, and in general from all substances >, 
forcibly emitted. 'j 

Considering afterward transparent bodies through,^, 
which rays are freely transmitted in all directions, 
the supporters of this system are under the necessity 
of affirming, that these bodies contain pores, disposed 
in straight lines, which issue from every point of the 
surface, and proceed in all directions ; it being incon- ' 
ceivable how there could be any line through which 
a ray of the sun might be transmitted with such 
amazing velocity, and even without the slightest 
collision. Here then are bodies wonderfully porous, 
which have the appearance nevertheless of being 
extremely solid. 

Finally, in order to enjoy vision, the rays must 
enter into the eye, and penetrate its substance with 
the same velocity. All these difficulties taken 
together will, I doubt not, sufficiently convince you 
that the system of emanation has in no respect a , 
foundation in nature; and you will certainly be 
astonished that it could have been conceived by so 
great a man, and embraced by so many enlightened 
philosophers. 9ut it is Iqx^ since Cicero remarked, 
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that nothing so absurd can be imagined as to find no 
supporter among philosophers. For my own part, 
I am too little a philosopher to adopt the opinion in 
question. 

1th June, 1760. 



LETTER XVIIL 

Difficulties attending the System of Emanation, 

However strange the doctrine of the celebrated 
Newton may appear, that rays proceed from the sun 
by a continual emanation, it has, however, been so 
generally received, that it requires an effort of cou- 
rage to call it in question. What has chiefly con- 
tributed to this is, no doubt, the high reputation of 
the great English philosopher, who first discovered 
the true laws of the motions of the heavenly bodies ; 
and it was this very discovery which led him to the 
system of emanation. 

Descartes, in order to support his theory, was 
under the necessity of filling the whole space of the 
heavens with a subtile matter, through which all the 
celestial bodies move at perfect liberty. But it is 
well known, that if a body moves in air it must meet 
with a certain degree of resistance ; fVom which 
Newton concluded, that however subtile the matter 
of the heavens may be supposed, the planets must 
encounter some resistance in their motions. But, 
said he, this motion is not subject to any resistance : 
the immense space of the heavens, therefore, con- 
tains no matter. A perfect vacuum, then, universally 
prevails. This is one of the leading doctrines of the 
Newtonian philosophy, that the immensity of the 
universe contains no matter in the spaces not occu- 
pied by the heavenly bodies. This being laid down, 
there is between the sun and us, or at least from the 
sun down to the atmosphere of the earth, an abso» 



8T8T£]ff OF EMANATION. 81 

lute Tacuum. In trnth, the farther we ascend, the 
more subtile we find the air to be ; from whence it 
would apparently follow, that at length the air would 
be entirely lost. If the space between the sun and 
the earth be an absolute vacuum, it is impossible 
that the rays should reach us in the way of com- 
munication, as the sound of a bell is transmitted by 
means of the air. For if the air intervening be- 
tween the beU and our ear were to be annihilated, 
we should absolutely hear nothing, let the bell be 
struck ever so violently. 

Having established, then, a perfect vacuum be- 
tween the heavenly bodies there remains no other 
opinion to be adopted but that of emanation ; which 
obliged Newton to maintain, that the sun and all 
other luminous bodies emit rays which are always 
particles, infinitely small, of their mass, darted from 
them with incredible force. It must be such to a 
very high degree, in order to impress on rays of 
light that inconceivable velocity with which they 
come from the sun to us in the space of eight min- 
utes. But let us see whether this theory be con- 
sistent withiVieto/on'.f leading doctrine, which requires 
an absolute vacuum in the heavens, that the planets 
may encounter no manner of resistance to their mo- 
tions. You must conclude, on a moment's reflection, 
that the space in which the heavenly bodies revolve, 
instead of remaining a vacuum, must be fiUed with 
thp rays, not only ofthe sun, but likewise of all tht 
other stars which are continually passing through it 
from every ouarter, and in all directions, with in- 
credible rapidity. The heavenly bodies which trav- 
erse these spaces, instead ofencountering a vacuum, 
will meet with the matter of luminous rays in a 
terrible agitation, which must disturb these bodies 
in their motions much more than if it were in a state 
of rest. 

Thus Newton, apprehensive lest a subtile matter, 
pucb as Descartes imagined, should disturb the mo- 
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tions of the planets, had recourse to a very strange 
expedient, and quite contradictory to his own mten- 
tion, as, on his hypothesis, the planets must be ex- 
posed to a derangement infinitely more considerable. 
I have already submitted to you several other insu- 
perable objections to the system of emanation ; and 
we have now seon that the principal, and indeed the 
only reason which could induce Newton to adopt it, 
is so self-contradictory as wholly to overturn it. 
All these considerations united, leave us no room 
to hesitate about the rejection of this strange system 
of the emanation of light, however respectable the 
authority of the philosopher who invented it. 

Newton was without, doubt one of the greatest 
geniuses that ever existed. His profound know- 
ledge, and his acute penetration into the most hid- 
den mysteries of nature, will be a just object of 
admiration to the present and to every future age. 
But the errors of this great man should serve to 
admonish us of the wetness of the human under- 
standing, which, after having soared to the greatest 
possible heights, is in danger of plunging into mani- 
fest contradiction. 

If we are liable to weaknesses and inconsistencies 
so humiliating, in our researches into the phenomena 
of this visible world, which lies open to the examina- 
tion of our senses, how wretched must we have been 
had God left us to ourselves with respect to things 
invisible, and which concern our eternal salvation ! 
On this important article a revelation was absolutely 
necessary to us ; and we ought to avail ourselves 
of it with the most profound veneration. When it 
presents to us things which may appear inconceiv- 
able, we have but to reflect on the imperfection of 
human understanding, which is so apt to be misled, 
even as to sensible objects. Whenever I hear a 
pretended freethinker inveighing against the truths 
of religion, and even sneermg at it with the most 
arrogant self-sufiiciency, I say to myself, Poor weak 
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portal, how inexpressibly more noble and sublime 
are the subjects which you treat so lightly than 
those respecting which the great Newton was so 

frossly mistaken ! I could wish your highness to 
eep this reflection ever in remembrance ; occasions 
for making it occur but too frequently. 
10^ June, 1760. 



LETTER XIX. 

A different System respecting the Nature of Rays and 

of Light, proposed. 

You have seen that the system of the emanation 
of the rays of light labours under insuperable diffi- 
culties, and that the doctrine of a vacuum for the 
heaveidy bodies to range in is equally untenable, as 
the rays of light would completely fill it. Two 
things, then, must be admitted: first, the space 
through which the heavenly bodies move is nUed 
with a subtile matter; secondly, rays are not an 
actual emanation from the. sun and other luminous 
bodies, in virtue of which part of their substance is 
violently emitted from them, according to the doc- 
trine of Newton. 

That subtile matter which fills the whole space in 
which the heavenly bodies revolve is called ether. 
Of its extreme subtilty no doubt can be entertained. 
In order to form an idea of it, we have only to 
attend to.the nature of air, which, though extremely 
subtUe, ev^ on the surface of the earth, becomes 
more and more so as we ascend ; and entirely ceases, 
if I may use the expression, when it comes to be lost 
in the ether/ The ether, then, is hkewise a fluid as 
the air is, but incomparably finer and more subtile, 
as we are assured that the heavenly bodies revolvo 
freely through i%, without meeting any perceptible 
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resistance. It is also, without doabt, possessed of 
elasticity, by means of which it has a tendency to 
expand itself in aU directions, and to penetrate into 
spaces where there would otherwise be a vacuum ; 
so that if by some accident the ether were fiovced 
out of any space, the surrounding fluid would in- 
stantljr rush in and fill it again. 

In virtue of this elasticity, the ether is to be found 
not only in the regions which are above our atmo- 
sphere, but it penetrates the atmosphere universally^ 
insinuates itself by the pores cf all bodies, and passes 
irresistibly through them^ "Were you, by the help 
of the air-pump, to exhaust the air from a receiver, 
you must not imagine that you have produced an 
absolute vacuum ; for the ether, forcing itself through 
the pores of the receiver, completely fills it in an 
instant. Having filled a glass tube of the proper 
length with mercury, and immerged it, when in- 
verted, in the cistern, in order to make a barometer, 
it might be supposed that the part of the tube which 
is higher than the mercury is a vacuum, because the 
air is completely excluded^ as it cannot penetrate 
the pores of glass ; but this vacuum, which is appa* 
rent only, is undoubtedly supplied by the ether, in- 
sinuating itself without the smallest difficulty. 

It is by this subtilty and elasticity of ether that I 
shall by-and-by explain to you the remarkable phe- 
nomena of electricity. It is even hijfhly probable 
that ether has an elasticity much superior to that of 
air, and that many of the phenomena of nature are 
produced by means of it. For my own part, I have 
no doubt that the compression of the air in gun- 
powder is the effect of the elastic power of ether. 
And as we know by experiment that the air in it is 
condensed almost 1000 times more than common 
air, and that in this state its elasticity is likewise 
1000 times greater, the elasticity of the ether must 
in this case be so too, and consequently 1000 times 
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tfreater than that of common air.* We shall then 
nave a just idea of ether, in considering it as a fluid 
in many respects similar to air, with this difference, 
that ether is incomparably more subtile, and more 
elwtic. 

Having seen then that the air, by these very quali- 
ties, is in a proper state for receiving the agitations 
or shakings of sonorous bodies, and to diffuse them 
in 8^ directions, as we find in the propagation of 
sound, it is very natural to suppose that ether may 
in the same circantttances likewise receive agita- 
tions in the same manner, and transmit them to the 
greatest distances. As the vibrations of the air pro- 
duce «ottfu2, what will be the effect of those of ether? 
You will undoubtedly guess at once light. It ap- 
pears in truth abundantly certain, that fight is with 
respect to ethej, what sound is with respect to air ; 
and that the rays of light are nothing else but the 
shakings or vibrations transmitted by the ether, as 
sound consists in the shakings or vibrations trans-^ 
mitted by the air. 

The sun, then, loses nothing of his substance in 
this case, any more than a beU in vibrating ; and, in 
adopting this system, there is no reason to appre- 
hend tlmt the mass of this orb should ever suffer any 
diminution. What I have said of the sun must also 
be extended to all luminous bodies, such as fire, a 
wax taper, a candle, &c. 

It will undoubtedly be objected, that these terres- 
trial luminaries evidently waste, and that unless 
they are continually fed and kept up, they will be 
speedily extinguished; that consequently the sun 
must in time be wasted away, and that the parallel 

*TlMi«UiQrliere afain falls into thfi error of supposing that gun- 
powder eoniaiiia air in a state of Solent compression. He might by the 
■ame Uod of analogy suppose elastic fluids to be compressed in othef 
■olids; te example, that ice contains steam in a state of great oom- 
yfu e ei o n . TUa reasoning was pursued before the chymical nature of 
gaaee and the rdttloDfl of beat to matter were so well understood as at 
pseMot.— iim. Sd, 

Vol. I.— H 
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oi a bell is not accurate. But it is to be consid 
that these fires, besides their light, throw out sr 
and a great deal of exhalation, which must be 
fully distinguished from the rays of light. No^ 
smoke and exhalation evidently occasion a cc 
erable diminution, which must not be imputed t 
rays of light ; for were it possible t^ separate 
from the smoke and other exhalations, the lum] 
quality alone would occasion lio expenditure. 
cury may, by means of aft, bejrendered lumi 
as you have probably seen, dn that without 
diminution of its substance, which proves that 
alone produces no waste of luminous bodies.* 1 
thougl^^ the sun illuminates the whole world b; 
rays, he loses nothing of his own substance 
light being only the effect of a certain agita 
or violent concussion of his minute particles, 
municated to the adjoining ether, and thence t 
niitted in all directions by means of this fluid U 
remotest distances, as a bell when struck comn 
cates its own agitation to the circumambient 
The more we consider this parallel between c 
' rous and luminous bodies, the more we shall fl 
' conformable to nature, and justifiable by experie 
; whereas the more we attempt to reconcile the 
Domena of nature to the system of emanation 
more difficulties we encounter. f 
nth June, 1760. 

* Mercury cannot be heated so as to become incandescent, o 
light (which is probably the method of rendering it luminous allii 
by the author), without losing a portion of its substance l}y vapoit 
If a ()iece of fine gold be suspended over heated mercttry, it be 
speedily tarnished by the mercurial vapour. — Am. Ed. 
-.* t Dr. Priestley undertakes to obviate the objection to tlie waste 

' sun NO much innisted on by Eulcr. fie collected the sun's rays ; 
concave reflecting surface of four square feet, and threw tbe fix 

\ the arm of a delicate balance, and found that it indicated a weic! 

'■ exceeding, in one secmid of time, the 1200-milUonth part of a grau 

' he therein infers bycdlrulaiinn, that there does not issue frqmone i 
foot uf (he sun's surface, in one second of time, more than one 
thoufiandth part of a grain of matter, or about 4,752,000 graini 
pounds avoirdupois in ()0C0 years; a quantity which would not 
his diameter more than ten feet.— Xm. Ed. 
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LETTER XX. 

Of the Propagation of Light. 

' The propagation of light in the ether is produced 
in a manner similar to that of sound in the air ; and 
just as the vibrations occasioned in the particles of 
air constitute sound, in like manner the vibration 
of the particles of ether constitutes light or lumi- 
nous rays ; so that light is nothing else but an agita- 
tion or concussion of the particles of ether, whicn is 
everywhere to be found, on account of its extreme 
subtilty, in virtue of which it penetrates all bodies. 

These bodies, however, modify the rays of light 
in many different ways, by transmitting or stopping 
the propagation of the concussions. Of this I shall 
treat at large in the sequel. I confine myself at 
present to the propagation of rays in the ether itself, 
which fills the immense space in which the heavenly 
bodies revolve. There the propagation takes place 
in perfect liberty. The first tlung which here pre- 
sents itself to the mind is the prodigious velocity 
of the rays of light, which is about 900,000 times 
more rapid than that of sound, though this last 
travels no less than 1100 feet in a second. 

This amazing velocity would be sufficient of itself 
to overturn the system of emanation; but in that 
which 1 am attempting to establish, it is s. natural 
consequence, from the principles laid down, as I 
hope to demonstrate. They are the same with those 
on which is founded the propagation of sound in the 
air ; and this depends at once on its density and elas- 
ticity. It ^s evident, that if the density of air were 
diminished, sound would be accelerated ; and if the 
elasticity of the air were increased, the same thing 
would happen. If the density of the air diminished, 
and its elasticity increased at once, we should have 
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a twofold reason for the increase of the velocity 
of sound. Let us conceive, then, the density of the 
air diminished, and its elasticity increased, till its 
density and elasticity became equal to those of ether, 
and we should then no longer be surprised that the 
velocity of sound had become many thousands of 
times greater than it actually is. For you will be 
pleased to remember, that according to the first 
ideas we formed of ether, this fluid must be incon- 
ceivably rarer and more elastic than air. Now both 
of these qualities equally contribute to accelerate 
the velocity of vibrations. From this explanation, 
the prodigious velocity of light is so far from pre- 
senting any thing irreconcilable to reason, that it 
rather perfectly harmonizes with the principles laid 
down ; and the parallel between light and sound is 
in this respect so firmly established, that we may 
confidently maintain, that if air should become as 
subtile and as elastic as ether, the velocity Of sound 
would become as rapid as that of light. 

The subtilty of ether, then, and its groat elas- 
ticity, are the reason which we assign for the pro- 
digious velocity of the motion of Ught ; and so long 
as the ether preserves this same degree of subtilty 
and elasticity, this velocity must continue the same. 
Now it cannot be doubted that the ether has, through 
the whole universe, the same subtilty and the same 
elasticity. For were the ether less elastic in one 
place than in another, it would force itself into it 
till the equilibrium was perfectly restored. The 
light of the stars, therefore, moves with as great 
velocity as that of the sun ; and as the stars are at 
a much greater distance from us than the sun, a much 
greater quantity of time is requisite to transmit their 
rays to us. However great the distance of the sun 
may appear, whose rays, nevertheless, reach the 
surface of our globe in eight minutes, the fixed star 
nearest to us is at least 400,000 times more distant 
than the sun ; a ray of light issuing from that star 
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will employ then 400,000 times eight minutes in 
travelling to us, that is 53,333 hours, or 2,222 days, 
or six years nearly. 

It is then upwards of six years since the rays of 
light issued from that fixed star, the least remote, 
and probably the most briUiant, in order to render it 
visible to us ; and these rays have employed a period 
80 considerable to fly through the space which sepa- 
rates us from that star. Were God just now to 
create a new fixed star at the same distance, it could 
not become visible to us till more than six years had 
elapsed, as its rays require that length of time to 
travel this distance. Had one been created at the 
beginning of the world a thousand times more dis- 
tant than that which I have mentioned, it could not 
yet be visible to us, however brilliant, as 6000 years 
are not yet elapsed since the creation. The first 

Treacher of the court of Brunswick, Mr. Jerusalem, 
as happily introduced this thought in one of his 
sermons. The passage runs thus : — 

" Raise your thoughts from the earth which you 
inhabit, to all the bodies of the vasi universe, which 
are so far above you ; launch into the immensity of 
space which intervenes between the most remote 
which your eyes are able to discover, and those 
whose fight, from the moment of creation till now, 
has not as yet, perhaps, come down to us. The im- 
mensity of the kingdom of God justifies this repre- 
sentation." (Sermon on the Heavens, and Eternal 
Beatitude.) 

I flatter myself that these reflections will excite a 
desire of further instruction respecting the system 
of light, from which is derived the theory of colours 
and of vision. 

nth June, 1760. 
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LETTER XXI. 

Digression on the Distances of the Heavenly Bodies, 
and on the Nature of the Sun, and his Rays, 

The observations which I have been making re- 
specting the time which the light of the stars em- 
ploys in making its progress down to us convey a 
striking idea of the extent and greatness of the uni« 
verse. The velocity of sound, which flies through 
t- the space of 1000 feet* in a second, furnishes us 
I with nearly the first standard of measurement. It 
i is about 2000 times more rapid than the pace of a 
man who is a good walker. Now the velocity of 
the rays of light is 900,000 times still more rapid 
than that of sound : these rays accordingly perform 
every second a course of 900,000,000 of feet, or 
170,000 English miles.f 

What astonishing velocity ! Yet the nearest fixed 
star is so remote, that its rays, notwithstanding this 
prodigious velocity, would take more than six years 
m descending to us. And were it possible for a 
great noise, such as that of. the firing of a cannon, 
issuing from that star, to be conveyed to our ears, it 
would require a period of 5,400,000 years to reach 
us. A.nd this is applicable only to those stars which 
are the most brilliant, and are probably nearest to 
us. Those which appear the smallest are very prob- 
ably ten times stUl farther remote, and more. A 
whole century, then, at least, must elapse before the 
rays of these stars could possibly reach us. How 
prodigious must that distance be which cannot be 
passed through in less than 100 years, by a velocity 

* It has before been stated to be 1142 fee^ which is the general esti* 
mm.— Am. Ed. 
t 193,000 inil98 is the more recent estimata —Am. Ed. • 
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which flies at the rate of 170,000 English miles every 
second ! 

Were, then, one of these stars to be just now an- 
nihilated, or eclipsed only, we should still continue 
to see it for 100 years to come, as the last rays which 
it emitted coi^ld not reach us in less time. 

The generality of mankind is very far from having 
any thing like just ideas respecting the vast extent 
of the universe. Many consider it as a work of 
little importance, which chance alone might have 
produced. But what must be the astonishment of 
one who reflects, on observing that all these immense 
bodies are arranged with the most consummate wis- 
dom ; and that the more knowledge we acquire on 
the subject, though it must ever be very imperfect, 
the more we must be disposed to admire their order 
and magnificence ! 

I return to the great luminous bodies, and particu- 
larly the sun, which is the principal source of the 
light and heat which we enjoy on the earth. It will 
be asked, in the first place, wherein consists the 
light which the sun is incessantly diffusing through 
the whole universe, without ever suffering the smdl- 
est diminution ? The answer is obvious, according 
to the system which I have been endeavouring to ., 
establish. But that of emanation furnishes no j 
satisfactory solution. The whole universe being 
filled with that extremely subtile and elastic fluid 
which is called ether, we must suppose, in all the 
parts of the sun, an incessant agitation, by which 
every particle is in a constant motion of vibration ; 
and this, by communicating itself to the circum- 
ambient ether, excites in that fluid a similar agi- 
tation, and is thence transmitted to regions the 
most remote with the rapidity which I have been 
describing. 

And to keep up the parallel between sound and 
light, the sun woidd be in a state similar to that of a 
bell which should be ringing continually. The par- 
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tides of the sun must consequently be kept in this 
incessant agitation, to produce in the ether the un- 
dulations which we call rays of light. But it is still 
no easy matter to explain by what power this agita- 
tion in the particles of the sun is constantly kept up, 
as we observe that a match does not long continue 
burning, but presently goes out, unless it be supplied 
with combustible matter. But it must be remarked, 
that as the sun is a mass many thousand times 
greater than our whole globe, if it is once thoroughly 
inflamed, it may continue in that state for several 
ages without suffering any sensible diminution. Be- 
sides, the case is not the same with the sun and our 
fires and candles, a considerable part of whose sub- 
stance ii3 dissipated in smoke and exlialations, from 
which a real waste results. Whereas, though per- 
haps some particles may be forced from the sun in 
form of smoke, they cannot remove to a great dis- 
tance, but speedily fall back into its mass, so that 
there cannot be any real expenditure to occasion a 
diminution of his substance. 

The only thing of which we are still ignorant re- 
specting this subject is, the power which incessantly 
maintains all the particles of the sun in this agita- 
tion. But as it contains nothing inconsistent with 
good sense, and as .we are under the necessity of 
acknowledging our ignorance of many other things 
much less remote than the sun, we ought to be sat- 
isfied if our ideas are not involved in contradiction. 

2lst June, 1760. 
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LETTER XXIL 

Eluetdations on the Nature of Luminotts Bodies^ and 
'their Difference from Opaque Bodies illumined. 

• 

The sun being a luminous body, whose rays are 
universally diffused in all directions, you can no 
longer be at a loss to account for this wonderful phe- 
nomenon, which consists in the shaking or vibration 
with which all the particles of the sun are agitated. 
The parallel of a bell lends considerable assistance 
towards the explanation of this fact. But it is ob- 
vious that the vibrations produced by light must be 
much more vehement and rapid than those produced 
by sound, ether being incomparably more subtile 
than air. A feeble agitation not being capable of 
shaking the air so as to produce sound in it, that of 
a hell, and that of all other sonorous bodies, are too 
feeble relatively to ether to produce in it the vibra- 
tion which constitutes light. 

You will recollect, that in order to excite a per- 
ceptible sound, more than 30, and less than 7552 
vibrations must be produced in a second; the air 
being too subtile to admit of a sensible effect from a 
sound consisting of less than 30 vibrations in a sec- 
ond, but not sufficiently so to receive one of more 
than 7552 vibrations in the second. A note Mgher 
than this could not be at all heard. It is the same 
'with respect to ether : 7652 vibrations produced in 
a second could not possibly act upon it, because of 
its greater subtilty. It requires vibrations much 
more frequent. An agitation so rapid could not 
take place but in the minutest particles of bodies 
which elude our senses. The light of the sun, then, 
is produced by a very violent agitation, which affects 



I 



94 ON THE NATURE OF 

all his infinitely minute particles, each of which must 
shake many thousands of times every second. 

It is a similar agitation which likewise produces 
the light of the fixed stars, and of all fires, such as 
candles, tapers, torches, &c., which give us light, 
and supply the place of the sun during the night. 
On attentively observing the flame of a wax-Ught, 
you will easily perceive, that in the minutest parti- 
cles, there is a constant and surprising agitation ; 
and I do not apprehend that my system is Uable on 
this side to any contradiction, while that of Newton 
requires a more enormous agitation, capable of 
launching the minutest particles with the velocity 
of 170,000 English miles in a second.. 

This, then, is the explanation of the nature of 
bodies luminous of themselves : for there are lumi- 
nous bodies which are not so immediately, such as 
the moon and tl^e planets, which are simUar to our 
globe. We see the moon only when and in as far 
as she is illuminated by the sun ; and this is the 
case of all terrestrial bodies, fires excepted, which 
have a light of their own. But other bodies, which 
are denominated opaque, become visible to us only 
when they are illuminated by some luminous body. 

In a very dark night, or in an apartment so closely 
shut on every side that no light can find admission, 
to no purpose will you turn your eyes towards the 
objects which surround you in the dark : ^Ou per- 
ceive nothing. But the moment a taper is intro- 
duced, you immediately see, not the taper only, but 
the other bodies which were before invisible. We 
have here, then, a very essential difference between 
luminous and opaque bodies. I have already em* 
ployed the term opaque to denote bodies which are 
not transparent ; but it comes tq almost the same 
thing ; and we must accommodate ourselves to the 
common modes of expression, though they are not 
perfectly accurate. Luminous bodies are visible by 
their own light, and never affect our organs of sight 
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lAote than when the darkness is otherwise most pro- 
founds Those which I here denominate opaque are 
rendered visible to us only by means of a light that 
is foreign to them. We perceive them not while 
they remain in darkness ; but as soon as they are 
exposed to a luminous body, whose rays strike upon 
thfim, they become visible ; and they disappear the 
moment that foreign light is withdrawn. It is not 
even necessary that the rays of a Inminous body 
should fall upon them immediately ; another opaque 
body, when well illuminated, produces nearly the 
same effect, but in a feebler manner. 

The moon is an excellent instance. We know 
that the moon is an opaque body ; but when she is 
iUuminated by the sun, and we see her during the 
night, she diffuses a feeble light over all opaque 
bcKlies, and renders visible to us those which we could 
not have perceived without her assistance. Placed 
in the daytime in an apartment whose aspect is 
towards the north, and into which, of course, the 
rays of the sun cannot enter, it is, however, per- 
fectly clear, and I am able to distinguish every ob- 
ject. What can be the cause of this clearness, but 
that the whole heaven is illuminated by the sun I 
What we call the azure sky, and, besides, the walls 
opposite to my apartment, and the other surround- 
ing objects, are likewise illuminated, either imme- 
diately by the sun, or mediately by other opaque 
bodies, exposed to the action of that focus of light ; 
and the hght of all these opaque but illuminated 
bodies, as far as it has admission into my apartment, 
renders it luminous, and that in proportion as the 
windows are high, wide, and well placed. The glass 
is little or no interruption, being, as I have already 
remarked, a transparent body, wliich freely trans- 
mits the rays of light. 

When I completely exclude the light from the 
apartment by closmg the wijidow-shutters, I am re- 
duced to a state of darkness, and discern no object. 
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unless I call for a candle. Here then is an essential 
difference between luminous and opaque bodies; 
and likewise a very striking resemblance, namely, 
that opaque bodies, when illuminated, illuminate 
other opaque bodies, and produce in this respect 
nearly the same effect as bodies luminous of them- 
selves. The explanation of this phenomenon has 
hitherto greatly perplexed philosophers ; but I flatter 
myself that my solution of it has been clear and 
'^ satisfactory. 

2ith June, 1760. 
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LETTER XXIII. 



How Opaque Bodies become Visible, NewtorCs System 
f^ of the Reflection of Rays proposed. 
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Before I attempt an explanation of the phenome-* 
on of opaque bodies becoming visible when they 
are illuminated, it must be remarked in general, that 
we see nothing but by means of the rays which enter 
into our eyes. When we look at any object what- 
ever, rays issuing from every point of that object^ 
and entering into the eye, paint upon it, if I may 
use the expression, the image of the object. This is 
not mere conjecture, but may be demonstrated by 
• experiment. Take, for example, the eye of an ox, 
, or of any animal recently killed, and, after having 
"T" taicovered the bottom, you find all the objects which 
i were before it painted there. As often then as we 
\ see an object, the image of it is painted on the bot- 
■^" tom of our eyes ; and this is produced by the rays 
' which proceed from the object to us. I shall after- 
ward take o(;casion to go into a more minute detsdl 
on the subject of vision, and explain in what manner 
the images of objects are formed on the bottom of 
the eye: let this general reaiark suflfice for the 
^ present. 
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A^ we see opaque bodies only when they are illu- 
minated, this IS a proof that there must proceed 
from every point of these bodies rays of light wliich 
subsist only during the illumination. The moment 
they are placed in the dark these rays disappear. 
They are not proper then to opaque bodies ; their 
origin must be sought in the manner in which other 
bodies illuminate them. And this is the great ques- 
tion, how illumination alone is capable of producing 
rays on opaque bodies, or of putting them in nearly 
the same state as luminous bodies are, which, by an 
agitation in their minutest particles, produce rays of 
Ughtl 

The great Newton^ and other philosophers who 
have examined the subject, assign reflection as the 
cause of this phenomenon : it is therefore of the 
highest importance that you should form a just idea 
of what is called reflection. 

This name is given to the repulsion of one body 
struck against another, as may be seen in the game 
of billiards. When the ball is stmck against the 
cushion or ledge of the billiard-table, it recoils again ; 
and this retrograde motion is termed reflection. It 
is necessary here to attend to a distinction between 
two cases. Let us suppose A B, w i 

Fi^.7,tobetheledgeofabiUiard- ^'»- '* 

table. The first case is this: •^' 
When you play the ball D per- 
peiulicularly against the ledge, 
m the direction of D C, per- 
pendicular to A B, consequently 
the adjacent angles A C D and 
BCD are right angles : in this 
case the ball will be driven back 
or reflected in the same line D C. The other case is, 
when the ball is played obliquely against the ledge, 
suppose in the line E C, forming with A B an acute 
angle ACS, this is called the angle of incidence. 
The ball will in this case be repelled from the ledge 

Vol. I.— I 
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in the direction of the line C F, so that this line 
shall make on the other side, with the ledge B C, ah 
angle B C F, exactly equal to the angle of incidence 
ACE. This angle B C F, formed by the line in 
which the ball recoils, is called the angle of reflec- 
tion. And this law always takes place when a body- 
in motion meets with an obstacle. 

A cannon-ball shot against a wall suMciently 
strong to resist it is reflected conformably to this 
law. It extends, in like maimer, to sounds which 
are frequently reflected from certain bodies ; and you 
know that this reflection of sound is called echo. It 
cannot be doubted, that the same thing frequently 
takes place with respect to the rays of light. The 
objects which we see in mirrors are represented to 
us by the reflection of rays, and every well polished 
surface reflects the rays of light which fall upon it. 
It is undoubtedly certain, therefore, that there are 
cases without number in which the rays that fall on 
certain bodies are reflected ; and philosophers have 
thence taken occasion to maintain, that opaque bodies 
are rendered visible by means of reflected rays. 

I see just now houses opposite to my windows 
which are illuminated by the sun. According, then, 
to the opinion of those philosophers, the rays of the 
sun falling on the surface of these houses are re- 
flected from them ; they enter into my apartment, 
and render these houses visible to me. In the same 
manner, if we believe those philosophers, the moon 
and the planets become visible, and these are unques- 
tionably opaque bodies. The rays of the sun which 
fall on these bodies, and illuminate the parts which 
are exposed to them^ are reflected, and are thence 
transmitted to us, just as if the bodies were luminous 
of themselves. According to this opinion, we see 
the moon and the planets only by the rays of the sun 
which they reflect ; and you must frequently have 
heard it affirmed, that the light of the moon is a re- 
flection of the light of the sun. In the same manner, 
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say they, the rajrs of the sun are reflected by the 
first opaque bodies which are exposed to them, on 
other bodies of the same nature, and undergo a series 
of similar reflections, till they are entirely weakened. 

But however plausible this opinion may at first 
sight appear, it involves so many absurdities when 
closely examined, that it is absolutely untenable, 
which I hope to demonstrate, as a preparation for 
the true solution of this phenomenon. 

2Sth June, 1760. 



LETTER XXIV 

Examination and Refutation of Newton^s System, 

I AFFIRM, then, that when we see an opaque body 
illuminated by the sun, it is impossible to maintain 
that it reflects luminous rays, and that by means of 
such rays it is rendered visible to us. The example 
of a mirror, which undoubtedly reflects the rays, and 
is employed to support this opinion, rather confutes 
it. The mirror, beyond contradiction, sends back 
the rays which fall upon it ; but when these reflected 
rays enter into our eyes, what do they represent ? 
You will readily answer, that it is not the mirror, 
but the objects from which they originally proceeded, 
and the reflection does nothing else but enable us to 
see these objects in another place, Besides, we see 
those objects, not on the surface of the mirror, but 
rather within it ; and it may be said with truth, that 
the mirror itself remains invisible to us. 

But, on looking at an opaque body illuminated by 
the sun, we do not see in it the image of that glo- 
rious orb ; we see only the surface of the bodies, 
with all the variations to be found on them. We per- 
ceive, then, a very essential difference between the 
rays which are reflected from a mirror, and those by 
ineans of which opaque bodies are rendered visible. 



J 



100 EXAMINATION AND REFUTATION 

But there is, besides, another difference equally pal- 
pable in the mirror ; for on changing the place of 
the objects, or our own situation, the appearance 
will always change, and the rays reflected from the 
mirror will continually represent to our eyes other 
images, corresponding to the nature and position of 
the objects, and to the place where we are stationed ; 
but, as I have already said, these reflected rays never 
represent to us the mirror itself. 
» Now, let a body be illuminated by the sun, or 
I other bodies, whether luminous or opaque, already 
illuminated ; in whatever manner this body may 
\ change its place, or we change ours relatively to it, 
; its appearance is always the same ; we see always 
; the same object, and remark in it no change relative 
i to the different circumstances above mentioned. 
; This furnishes a new proof that we do not see opaque 
I bodies by means of the rays reflected from their 
i surface. 

^ An objection will perhaps be started, drawn from 

the dove's neck, and certain kinds of stuff", which 
present different objects according as our point of 
view changes. But this in no respect weakens my 
conclusion with regard to ordinary opaque bodies, 
which are not subject to this change. The objection 
only proves, that these singular objects are endowed 
with certain qualities; as, for example, that their 
minuter particles are finely polished, and that a real 
reflection takes place, besides the usual and ordinary 
manner in which bodies are rendered visible to us. 

Now, it is easy to comprehend, that this reflection 
must be clearly distinguished from the manner in 
which ordinary opaque bodies are illuminated. 

Finally, the rays reflected from a mirror always 
represent to us, likewise, the colours of the bodies 
from which they originally proceed ; and the mirror 
which reflects makes no change in this respect. One 
' opaque body, illuminated by any other body, in what- 
ever maimer, always presents the same colours ; and 
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every body may be said to have its proper colour. 
This circumstance absolutely overturns the opinion 
of all those who maintain that we see opaque bodies 
by means of the rays which their surface reflects. 

Putting together all the reasons which I have now 
submitted to your consideration, there can be no 
hesitation in pronouncing that this opinion is totally 
untenable in, philosophy, or rather, in physics. I 
cannot, however, flatter myself with the hope, that 
philosophers, wedded to opinions once adopted, should 
yield to these reasons. But the naturalist, who is 
more nearly related to the mathematician, will have 
less difficulty in resigning an opinion overthrown 
by reasons so convincing. You will again recollect 
what Cicero has said on this subject : That nothing 
so absurd can be conceived as not to be supported 
by some philosopher. In fact, however strange the 
system which I have been refuting may appear to 
you, it has hitherto been propagated and defended 
with much warmth. 

It is impossible to say to what a degree the diffi- 
culties and contradictions which I have been en- 
deavouring to expose were unknown to, or over- 
looked by, the partisans of this system. The great 
Newton himself strongly felt their force ; but as he 
rested in a very untenable idea respecting the propa- 
gation of light, it is not to be wondered at that 
he should overlook these great difficulties ; and, in 
general, depth of understanding does not always 
prevent a man from falling into absurdity in sup- 
porting an opinion once embraced. 

But if this system, that opaque bodies are rendered 
visible by reflected rays, be false, say its partisans, 
what then is the true one 1 They even think it im- 
possible to imagine another explanation of this phe- 
nomenon. It is, besides, rather hard and humiliating 
for a philosopher to acknowledge ignorance of any 
subject whatever. He would rather maintain the 
grossest absurdities ; especially if he possesses the 

12 
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secret of involving them in mysterious terras, wliicli 

no one is capable of comprehending. For in this 

case the vulgar are the more disposed to admire the 

learned ; taking it for granted that what is obscurit}-^ 

-X to others is perfectly clear to them. We ought 

I always to exercise a little mistrust when very sub- 

' lime knowledge is pretended to— knowledge too 

: sublime to be rendered intelligible. I hope I shall 

be able to explain the phenomenon in question, in 

such a way as to remove every difficulty. 

ist July, 1760. 



LETTER XXV. 

A different Explanation of the Manner in which Opaque 
Bodies illuminated become visible. 

All the phenomena of opaque bodies, which I 
have unfolded in the preceding Letter, incontestably 
demonstrate that when we see an opaque body illu- 
minated, it is not by rays reflected from its surface 
that it becomes visible, but because its minuter par- 
ticles are in an agitation similar to that of the minuter 
particles of luminous bodies ; with this difference, 
however, that the agitation in opaque bodies is far 
from being so strong as in bodies luminous of them- 
selves ; for an opaque body, however much illumi- 
nated, never makes on the eye an impression so lively 
as luminous bodies do. 

As we see the opaque bodies themselves, but by 
no means the images of the luminous bodies which 
enlighten them, as*mustbe the case if we saw them 
by the reflection of their surface, it must follow 
that the rays emitted by opaque bodies are proper 
to them, just as the rays of a luminous body are 
peculiar to itself. As long as an opaque body is 
illuminated, the minuter particles of its surface are 
in a state of agitation proper to produce in the ether 
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a motion of vibration such as is necessary for form- ' 
ing rays, and for painting in our eyes the image ■ 
of the body from which they proceed. For this ! 
effect, rays must be diiSused from every point of the ', 
surface, in all directions — ^as experience evidently \ 
confirms. For, from whatever side we look at an : 
opaque body, we see it equally in all its points ; from ; 
which it follows that every point emits rays in all ; 
directions. This circumstance essentially distin- 1/ 
guishes these rays from such as are reflected, whose I *■ 
direction is always determined by that of the rays | i 
of incidence ; so that if the incident rays proceed « \ 
from one single quarter, say the sun, the reflected } 
rays can follow only one single direction. 

It must be admitted, then, that when an opaqae 
body is illuminated, all the particles on its surface 
are put in a certain agitation, which produces rays, 
as is the case with bodies luminous of themselves. 
This agitation, likewise, is stronger in proportion as 
the light of the illuminating body is more intense. 
Thus the same body, exposed to the sun, is agitated 
much more violently than if, in a room, it tirere illu- 
minated only by daylight ; or in the night-time by 
a taper, or by the moon. In the first case, its image 
is painted with much greater vivacity on the bottom 
of the eye than in the others, especially the last ; 
the light of the moon being scarcely sufllcient to 
enable us to distinguish, or to read, writing of a large 
size. And when the opaque body is conveyed into 
a close room, or into the dark, nothing is then to be 
seen — a certain proof that the agitation in its parts 
has entirely ceased, and that they are now in a state 
of rest. 

In this, therefore, consists the nature of .opaque 
bodies ; their particles are of themselves at rest, or 
at least destitute of the agitation necessary to pro- 
duce light. But these same particles are so dis- 
posed, that when illuminated, or struck with rays of 
light, they are immediately put into a certain agita- 
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tion, or motion of vibration, proper to produce rays ; 
and the more intense the light is which illuminates 
these bodies, the more violent also is this agitation. 
As long as an opaque body is illuminated, it is in the 
same state as luminous bodies; its particles are 
agitated in the same manner, and are capable of ex-> 
citing, of themselves, rays in the ether ; with this 
difference, that the agitation kept up in luminous 
bodies by an intrinsic force subsists always of itself; 
whereas in opaque bodies this agitation is only 
momentary, and produced by the motion of the light 
which illuminates them. 

This explanation is consistent with every phe- 
nomenon, and labours under none of the difficulties 
which determined us to abandon the other, namely, 
that founded on reflection. Whoever will take the 
trouble candidly to weigh all these reasons must 
admit their force. But a very great difficulty still 
remains to be solved : how comes it that illumina- 
tion simply can put the particles of an opaque body 
into an agitation capable of producing rays : and 
that this agitation should always continue nearly the 
same, whatever difference there may be in the illu- 
mination] 

I acknowledge, that were it impossible to answer 
this question, it would be a great defect in my the- 
ory, though it would not amount to a complete 
refutation; for it contains nothing contradictory. 
Supposing I were ignorant how illumination pro- 
duces an agitation in the particles of opaque bodies, 
this would only prove that the theory is incomplete ; 
and till it is demonsticated to be absolutely impossi- 
ble that illumination should produce this effect, my 
rem must subsist. But I shall endeavour to sup- 
. ^ this defect, by showing you how illumination 
figitates the minutest particles of bodies. 

^th July, 1760, 
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LETTER XXVI. 

Continuation of the same Subject. 

I HAVE undertaken to show how the illumination 
of an opaque body must produce, in its minutest par- 
ticles, an agitation proper to excite the rays of light, 
which render that same opaque body visible. The 
parallel between sound and bght, which differ only 
in respect of less and more, light being the same 
thing relatively to ether that sound is relatively to 
air — this parallel, I say, will enable me to fiilfil my 
engagement. Luminous bodies must be compared 
to musical instruments actually in a state of vibra^ 
tion. It is a matter of indifference whether this be 1 
the effect of an intrinsic or of a foreign power ; it I 
is sufficient for my purpose that sound is emitted. J 
Opaque bodies, as long as they are not illuminated, 
must be compared to musicsd instruments not in 
use ; or, if you will, to strings which emit no sound 
till they are touched. 

The question, then, being transferred from light 
to sound, is resolved into this. Whether it be possible 
for the string of an instrument in a state of rest, 
when brought within the sphere of activity of the 
sound of instruments in a state of vibration, to re- 
ceive, in certain circumstances, some agitation, and 
emit sound, without being touched % Now this is con- 
firmed by daily experience. If you take the trouble, 
during a concert, to attend to a particular string in 
proper tune, you will observe that string sometimes 
to tremble without having been touched, and it will 
emit the same sound as if it had been immediately 
put into vibration. This experiment will succeed 
still better, if the instruments strike the same note 
with the string. Consider attentively the strings 
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of a harpsichord not played upon, while a violin 
strikes the note a, for example, and you will observe 
on the harpsichord the string of the same note begin 
sensibly to tremble, and even to emit sound, without 
having been touched ; some other chords will like- 
wise be agitated, particularly those which are dis- 
tant an octave, a fifth, and even a third, provided the 
instrument be perfectly in tune. 

This phenomenon is well known to musicians ; 
and Mr. Rameau, one of the most celebrated French 
composers, established his principles of harmony 
upon it. He maintains that octaves, fifths, and thirds 
must be considered as consonances, because one 
chord is a^tated by the sound only of another chord 
which is m unison, or an octave, a fifth, or a third 
from the first. But it must be admitted that the 
principles of harmony are so well estabUshed by 
the simplicity of the relations which sounds have 
to each other, that they have no need of a new con- 
finnation. In truth, the' phenomenon observed by 
Mr. Rameau is a very natural consequence from the 
principles of harmony. 

To jrender this more sensible, let Us attend to two 
chords wound up to unison ; on striking the one, the 
other will begin of itself to tremble, and will emit 
its sound. The reason is abtmdantly clear : for as 
a chord communicates to the air by its trembling a 
motion of vibration similar to its own, the air, agi- 
tated by this motion of vibration, ipust reciprocally 
make the chord tremble, provided that by its degree 
of tension it be susceptible of thjs motion. The air, 
being put into vibration, strikes the chord ever so 
little at every reverberation, and the repetition of 
strokes soon impresses on the chord a sensible mo,, 
tion ; because the vibrations to which it is disposed 
by its tension accord with those of the air. If the 
nmnber of vibrations in the air is the half, or the 
third, or any other whose relation is sufficiently 
simple, the chord does not receive a new Impulse at 
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every vibration, as in the preceding case, but only 
at the second, or the third, or the fourth, which wiU 
continue to increase its tremulous motion, but less 
than in the first case. 

But if the vibrations of the air have not any simple 
relation with that which corresponds to the chord, 
the agitation of that fluid will produce no effect 
whatever upon it ; the vibrations of the chord, if 
there 'be any, not corresponding to ^ose of the fluid, 
the following impulsions of the air destroy for the 
most part the effect which the first might have pro- 
duced ; and this is completely confirmed by expe^ 
rience. Thus, when a chord is shaken by a soimd, 
that sound must, in order to its being perceptible, be 
precisely the same with that of the chord. Other 
sounds which have a consonance with that of the 
chord will produce, it is true, a similar but less sen- 
sible effect, and dissonances will produce none at all. 
This phenomenon takes place not only in musical 
strings, but in all sonorous bodies whatever. One 
bell will resound by the noise only of another bell 
which is in unison with it, or at the distance of an 
octave, a fifth, or a third. 1 

The instance of a person who could break glasses • 
by his voice further confirms what I have advanced, j 
When a glass was presented to him, by striking it J 
he found out the note ; he then began to squall in ( 
unison, and the glass immediately caught the vibra- | 
tion ; proceeding to give to his voice all the force he I 
was able, always preserving the unison, the vibration t 
of the glass became at len^h so violent that it broke-/!! 
It is confirmed, then, by experience, that a chord and \\ 
every other sonorous body is put into vibration by-^| 
its kindred sound. The same phenomenon must ': 
take place with regard to opaque bodies, of which | 
the minuter particles may be put into a state of agi- ^ 
tation by illumination only — ^which is the question I ' 
proposed to solve. The following Letter will con- ; 
tain a mare ample discussion of it. J 

Sth July, 1760. 



108 CLEARNESS AND COLOUR OF 



LETTER XXVII. 

Conclusion: Clearness and Colour of Opaque Bodies 

illuminated. 

After what has been just submitted to your con- 
sideration, you will no longer be surprised that an 
opaque body is capable of receiving from illumina- 
tion alone an agitation in its particles similar to that 
of the particles of luminous bodies, and which gives 
them the property of producing rays that render them 
visible. Thus the great objection to my explanation 
of the visibility of opaque bodies is happily removed ; 
while the other theory, founded on the reflection of 
rays, has to encounter difficulties which grow in pro- 
portion as you attempt to make a more direct ap- 
plication of them to known phenomena. 

It is then an established truth, that the particles 
of the surfaces of all bodies which we see undergo 
an agitation similar to that of a chord in vibration, 
but their vibrations are much more rapid ; whether 
it be that this agitation is the effect of an intrinsic 
force, as in bodies luminous of themselves, or whe- 
ther it be produced by the rays of light which fall 
upon the bodies, that is to say, by illumination, as 
is the case in opaque bodies. It is false, then, that 
the moon, being an opaque body, reflects the rays of 
the sun, and that by means of this reflected light she 
I is rendered visible to us, as is commonly understood. 
\ But the rays of the sun, falling on the surface of the 
J moon, excite in its particles a concussion, from which 
\ result the rays of the moon ; and these, entering into 
\ oiar eyes, pamt its image there ; it is the same with 
; the other planets, and with all opaque bodies. This 
\ agitation of opaque bodies, when illumined, lasts only 
\ during the illummation which is the cause of it ; and 
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as 600n as an opaque body ceases to be illumined, it 
ceases to be visible. 

But is it not possible that this agitation, once im- -^ 
pressed on the particles of an opaque body, may be 1 
for some time kept up, as we see that a string once 
struck frequently continues to vibrate, though no * 
new impression be made upon it ? I do not pretend 
to deny the fact : I even believe that we have ex- 
amples of it in thos^ substances which Mr. Margraff 
presented to you, and which, once illumined, pre- 
serve their light for some time, thouirh conveyed 
into a dark room. This, however, is an extraor- 
dinary case, the vibration of the minuter particles 
disappearing in all other bodies with the illumina- 
tion which occasioned it. But this explanation, 
which thus far is perfectly self-consistent, leads me 
forward to researches of still greater importance. 

It is undoubtedly certain, that we find an infinite 
difference between the particles of opaque bodies, 
according to the variety of the bodies themselves. 
Some will be more susceptible of vibrations, and 
others less, and others finally not at all so. This dif- 
ference in bodies occurs but too evidently. One, 
whose particles easily receive the impression of the 
rays which strike it, appears to us brilliant ; another, 
on the contrary, in wtiich the rays scarcely produce 
any agitation, cannot appear luminous. Among seve- 
ral bodies, equally illununed, you will always remark 
a great diflference, some being more brilliant than 
others. But there is besides another and a very re- 
markable difference between the particles of opaque 
bodies, respecting the number of vibrations which 
each of them, being agitated, will make in a certain 
time. 

I have already observed, that this number must 
always be very great, and that the subtilty of ether 
is such as to require many thousands in a second. 
But the difference here may be endless, if some par- 
ticles, for example, should make 10,000 vibrations 

Vol. I.— K 
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in a second, and Others 11,000, 12,000, 13,000, accord- 
ing to the smalhiess, the tension, and the elasticity 
of each, as in the case of musical chords, in which 
the number of vibrations given in a second may be 
varied without end ; and thence it is I have deduced 
the difference of high and low notes. As this differ- 
ence is essential in sounds, and as the ear is affected 
by it in a manner so particular as to render it the 
foundation of the whole theory of music, it cannot 
be called in question that a similar difference in the 
frequency of the vibrations of rays of light must 
produce a variation as particular in vision. If, for 
example, a particle makes 10,000 vibrations in a 
second, and produces rays of the same species, the 
rays which enter into the eye will strike the nerves 
of that organ 10,t)00 times in a second; and this 
effect, as well as the sensation, must be totally dif- 
ferent from those produced by a different particle 
which should make more or less vibrations in a 
second. There will be in vision a difference similar 
to that which the ear perceives on hearing sharp or 
flat notes. 

You will no doubt be desirous to know into what 
this difference in vision is to be resolved ; and what 
different sensations correspond to the number, 
greater or less, of the vibrations produced in every 
body during a second. I have the honour of inform- 
ing you, that diversity of colours is occasioned by 
this difference ; and that difference of colour is to 
the organ of vision what sharp or flat sounds are to 
the ear. We have resolved, therefore, without going 
after it, the important inquiry respecting the nature 
of colours, which has long employed the attention 
of the greatest philosophers. Some of them have 
called it a modification of light al^olutely unknown 
to us. Descartes maintains, that colours are only a 
certain mixture of light and shade. Newton ac- 
counts for difference of colour by tracing it up to 
the rays of the sun ; which, according to him, are a 
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real emanation, whose matter may be more or 
less subtile ; and thence settles the rays of all the 
colours, as red, yellow, green, blue, violet, &c. 

But as this system falls to pieces of itself, all that 
has been said respecting colours conveys no inform- 
ation ; and you are now clearly sensible, that the 
nature of each colour consists in the number of vi- 
brations produced in a certain time, by the particles 
which present them to the eye. 

I2th July, 1760. 



LETTER XXVIII. 

Nature of Colours in particular. 

The ignorance which prevailed respecting the 
true nature of colours has occasioned frequent and 
violent disputes among philosophers ; each of whom 
made an attempt to shine, by maintaining a peculiar 
opinion on the subject. The system which made 
colours to reside in the bodies themselves appeared 
to them too vulgar and too little worthy of a phi- 
losopher, who ought always to soar above the mul- 
titude. Because the clown imagines that one body is 
red, another blue, and another green, the philosopher 
could not distinguish himself better than by main- 
taining the contrary; and he accordingly affirms 
that there is nothing real in colours, and that there 
is nothing in bodies relative to them. 

The Newtonians make colours to consist in rays 
only, which they distinguish into red, yellow, green, 
blue, indigo, and violet ; and they tell us that a body . •) 
appears of such and such a cqjour when it reflects 
rays of that species. Others, to whom this opinion 
seemed absurd, pretend that colours exist only in | 
ourselves. This is an admirable way to conceid j 
ignorance ; the vulgar might otherwise believe that ! 
the scholar was not better acquainted with the nature 
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of colours than thenuelves. Brt ycm ii!B| 
perceive that these affected zeflmmieiits «m 
cavil. Every simple colour On orto to diatfapiikLt 
from compomid colours) depends aa a certain 
ber of vibrations, which are performed in a 



rtime ; so that this nnmber o£ vibrationt, madi^ injl ; 
second, determines t^ red colomr» anotber mnib' 
low, another the green, another the Uoe, and aaanv 
the violet, which are the simple coloiiiB jepreMaHl 

ito us in the rainbow. , ' 

If, then, the particles of the rarface of oertaiBi 
bodies are disposed in such a maimer, tint bd^f 
agitated they make in a second as many TibratibBB 
as are necessary to produce, for example, tiw red 
colour, I call such a bodv red, just as the dovn 
does ; and I see nothing like a reason for deriatim: 
from the common mo& of expression, iiind njv 
which make such a number of vibrations in a 
second may, with equal propriety,' be denomiBited 
. red rays ; and finally, when the optic nerre is af- 
fected by these same rays, and receives fi^m tiwm 
a number of impulsions, sensibly equal, in a sscond, 
we receive the sensation of thQ r^ colour. . Hen 
every thing is clear ; and I see no necessity tein* 
troducing dark and mysterious phrases, vbich iwDy 
mean nothing. 

The parallel between sound and li^ is so peiftoti 
that it holds even in the minutest circomstsness. 
When I produced the phenomenon of a muical 
chord, which may be excited into' vibration bv tte 
resonance only of certain somuls, yon will piuap to 
recollect, that the one which gives the unison tfftiis 
chord in question is the most proper to sbako Si'wod 
that other sounds affect it oidlr in proportion aata^ 
are in consonance with it. ft is exactly the snns 
as to light and colours ; for the differ^it cdonn 
respond to the different musical sounds. 

In order to display this phenomeiion, which c 

pletely confirms my assertion, let a daik room ba 
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provided ; make a smaU aperture in one of the shut- 
ters ; before which, at some distance, place a body 
of a certain colour, say a piece of red cloth, so that 
when it is illumined its rays may enter by the aper- 
ture into the darkened room. The rays thus trans- 
mitted into the room will be red, all other light 
being excluded ; and if you hold on the inside of the 
room, opposite to the aperture, a piece of cloth of 
the same colour, it will be perfectly illumined, and 
its red colour appear very brilliant ; but if you sub- 
stitute in its place a piece of green cloth, it will re- 
main obscure, and you will hardly see any thing of 
its colour. If you place on the outside, before the 
aperture, a piece of green cloth, that within the 
chamber will be perfectly illupiined by the rays of 
the first, and its green colour appear very lively. 
The same holds good as to all other colours : and I 
do not imagine that a more convincing demonstra- 
tion of the truth of my system can be demanded. 

We learn from it, that in order to illuminate a 
body of a certain colour, it is necessary that the 
rays which fall upon it should have the same colour ; 
those of a different colour not being capable of agi- 
tating the particles of that body. This is further 
confirmed by a well-known experiment. When the 
spirit of wine is set on fire in a room, you know that 
the flame of spirit of wine is blue, that it produces 
only blue rays, and that every person in the room 
appears very pale — their faces, though i)ainted ever 
so ^ep, have the aspect of death. Tlie reason is 
eviMnt ; the blue rays not being capable of exciting 
or fRting in motion the red colour of the face, you 
see & it only a feeble and bluish colour ; but if one 
of thS company is dressed in blue, such dress will 
appear uncommonly brilliant. Now the rays of the 
sun, those of a wax taper, or of a common candle, 
illuminate all bodies almost equally ; from whence 
it is concluded that the rays of the sun contain all 
colours at once, though he himself appears yello^Vish 

K2 
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la truth, when you admit into a dark room the 
rvyijSiff all the simple colours, red, yellow, green, 
blu% and violet, in nearly equal quantities, and blend 
themi, they represent a whitish colour. The same 
Aliment is made with various powders, coloured 
le manner ; on being mixed together, a whitish 
>ur is the result. Hence it is concluded, that 
white is not a simple colour, but that it is rather a 
compound of all the simple colours ; accordingly we 
see that white is adapted to the reception of all 
colours. As to black, it is not properly a colour. 
Every' body is black when its particles are such 
that it can receive no motion of vibration, or when 
it cannot produce rays. The want of rays, there- 
fore, produces the sensation of that colour ; and the 
more particles there are found in any body not sus- 
ceptible of any motion of vibration on its surface, 
the more blackish and obscure it appears.* 

15M /tt/y, 1760. 



LETTER XXIX. 

Thmsparency of Bodies relative to the Transmission 

of Rays, 

I HAVE idready remarked that there are bodies, 
such as glass, water, and especially air, which trans- 
mit the rays of light, and on account of this prop- 



1- erty are denominated pellucid or diaphanous, fhe 

\ ether, however, is the medium in which the ravs of 

• light are formed, to which this property most TOti- 

mately appertains ; and other transparent bodies are 

* A strong objection to the theory of Euler, in relation to the cause 
of odour, ariiies fVom the fkct that so slight a modification of the surface 
of a body as a coat of paint should so change its quality of vibration as 
to eooTert U from one which vibrates, so eanily as to emit a bright white 
light, to one which will not vibrate at all, and which, therefore, appears 
onite black. We are not aware that such simple changes of surfhce pith 
moe nmoli eflbet on sound.— Am. Ed. 
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Endowed with it only by means of the ether u^ch 
they contain, and with which they are so b|fK|ed 
that the agitations expited by the light may be ym- 
mmiicated farther without being interrupted A Ineir 
progress. But this transmission is never performed 
so freely as in the pure ether, though it always Id^ 
something ; and this in proportion as the transparAt 
body is more or less gross. The grossness may 
even become so considerable that the light shall be 
wholly lost in it ; and then the body is no longer 
transparent. Thus, though glass be a transparent 
body, a great lump of glass several feet thick is not 
so. In like manner, howevei^pure the water of a 
river may be, you cannot see the battom where it is 
very deep, though you can very easily see it where 
it is shallow. H 

Transparency, then, is a property of bodies rela- (/ 
tive only to their thickness ; and when this property [j 
is ascribed to glass, to water, &c., it mudt always " 
be understood with this restriction, that these bodies 
are not too gross ; and that to every species there is 
a certain measure of thickness beyond which the 
body ceases to be transparent. There is not one 
opaque body, on the contrary, which may not itself 
become transparent, if reduced to a plate extremely 
fine. Thus, though gold is not transparent, gold 
leaf is so ; and on examining the minuter particles 
of all bodies with a microscope they are found to ^^ 
be transparent. It may then be with truth affirmed ^ 
that all bodies are transparent when reduced to a 
certain degree of fineness ; and that no one is so 
when too gross. 

In common language we denominate- transparent 
the bodies which prieserve this quality to a certain 
degree of thickness, though they lose it when they 
go beyond that bound. But with respect to ether, 
it is of its own nature perfectly transparent^ and its 
extent diminishes not this quality in the smallest 
degree* The prodigious distance of the fixed star* 
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not their rays from being transmitted to 
[jit though our air appears to be of a perfect 
rency, if it extended as far as the moon, that 
rency would be entirely lost, and would pre- 
iijly^Ty ray of the sun, and of the other heavenly 
, 'ft-om penetrating to us. We should then be 
Folved in Egyptian darkness. 
..' The reason of it is evident, and we remark the 
' same thing in sound, whose resemblance to light is 
confirhied in every respect. Air is the most proper 
meifium for the propagation of sound ; but the agi- 
tations excited^in the air are capable of shaking also 
the particles of all bodies : and these again putting 
in motion the interior particles, finally transmit the 
vibration through the substance of all bodies, unless 
they be too thick. There are bodies, then, which, 
relatively to soimd, are the same thing which trans- 
parent bodies are relatively to hght ; and all bodies 
nave this property with relation to sound, provided 
they are not too thick. When you are in your 
apartment, you can hear almost every thing that 
. passes in the antechamber, though the doors are 
closely shut, because the agitation of the air in the 
antechamber communicates itself to the partitions, 
and penetrates through them into the inner apart- 
ment, with some loss, however. Were the partition 
removed, you would undoubtedly hear more dis- 
- tinctly. Now the thicker the walls are the more 
•fl of its force does the sound lose in piercing through 
. .them; and the walls may be made so thick that 
^ nothing could be heard from without, unless it were 
"* some terrible noise, such as a discharge of cimnon. 
This leads me forward to a new remark, that 
very powerful sounds may be heard through walls 
which are impenetrable to sounds more feebleij and, 
consequently, in order to form a judgment whether 
a wall is capable of transmitting sounds, it is neces- 
sary to take into the account, not only the thickness 
of the wall, but likewise the strength of the sound. 
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If the sound is very feeble, a very thin wall is suffi- 
cient to stop it ; though a louder could find anMMv 
transmission. The same thing holds as to iMks 
which are permeable only to a very strong Jifct. 
Objects not very brilliant are invisible throng a 
glass blackened with smoke, but the rays of the lui 
force themselves through it, and it transmits p^z 
' fectly well the image of that luminary. Astrono- 
mers employ this method to observe him*; for with- 
out such precaution he would dazzle the eye. And 
when you happen to be in a dark room, with an 
aperture in the shutter exposed to the sun, in vain 
will you attempt to exclude the ligfit bv opposing 
your hand to the aperture; the rays of the sun wiU 
force themselves through. 

It is perceivable, at the same time, that the light 
of the sun loses much of its lustre in passing through 
a body ^hich, relatively to other objects, is not itself 
transparent. But a very strong light may lode||uich 
of its lustre before it is entirely extinguishedv^iile 
a feebler light is tost at once. A piece of very thick 
glass, then, will not be transparent with respect to 
objects less brilliant, though the sun may be visible 
through it. 

These remarks on transparent bodies lead me to 
the theory of refraction, of which you hav6 fre- 
(juently heard, and which I shall endeavour to place 
in its proper light. 

ISthJtUi/, 1760. 
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the Batne medinia, 
otiier transparent 



lie propagation piocemls in straight lines, de- 
ted rayB, as they ^nrge from the laminoa) 
n ail direcUona; lika tlw laQii of a circle or a 



Ae loi^ as tigbt t 
whether it be ether, air, or ■ 
bod^, thep ■ ■ 

noiuinated 
point, in ail 

globe issuing* fVom the emtre. In the system of 
emanation the partioles dutedftOAi lominous bodies 
move in straight lines : the bum thing holds in Ihat 
which I have had the bononrof ptoposing, in which 
the agitiLtions are conmranicatea in Ai^nt liat^ ■ 
the sound of a bell ia trammitted in t ma^^ lipK 
by which also we judge from wlialqnBrtar tat HBd 
comes ; the rays in Goth i^vtanu, ibm, at* ngt^ 
seated by straight lines, as long as thflj pua Ihraii^ 
the same tranaparentmedimn; IntlliqrinwiBilmit 
some bending, in passing finm one to anouMri fSA 
this bending is caUed at refiaetUm of Qw nyii of 
light, the knowledge of which ia necsnary to ao> 
count for many phenomena. I proceed, thenftH^ 
to lay down the principles, in conCwmi^ to wlricfe 
refraction takes place. 

It is an invariable law, that when 
' a ray, such as G C, Pig. 8, falls 
perperidicularlyonthesurfaceAB 
of another medium, it continues ' 
its progress in the same straight 
line extended, as C F ; it will, in 
this case, undergo no bending or 
refraction. If, then, E C is a rsy of the tA ftU- 
ing prpendicutarly on the surface A B of water, 
or or glasa, it will enter it in tlwvame dinction,- 
and continues its progress in the line C F, irhid 
is likewise perpendicuW to the aurfkco A B, w 
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that E F shall be in one and the same straight 
line. This is the only case in which there is no 
refraction. But as often as the ray does not fell 
perpendicularly on the surface of another trans- 
parent body, it does not pursue its progress in the 
same straight line ; it recedes less or more from it, 
and undergoes a refraction. 

Let P C, Fig. 9, be a ray, 
falling obliquely on the sur- 
face A B of another trans- 
parent medium. On enter- 
ing into this medium, it will 
not continue its progress in 
the direction of the line 
C Q, which is the line P C 
produced ; but will recede 
from it in the direction of 
the line C R, or C S. It 
will undergo, then, at the 

point C, a bending, which we call refraction, which 
depends partly on the difference of the two me- 
diums, and partly on the obliquity of the direction 
of the ray P C. 

In order to comprehend the laws of this bending, 
it is necessary to explain certain terms employed in 
treating this subject. 

1st, The surface A B, which separates the two 
mediums, that from which the ray comes, and that 
into which it enters, is called the refracting surface, 
2dly, The ray P C, which falls upon it, is called the in- 
cident ray ; and, 3dly, the ray C R, or C S, which pur- 
sues, in the other medium, a course different from 
C Q, is called the broken or refracted ray. And hav- 
ing drawn through the surface A B the perpendicular 
line E C F, we call, 4thly, the angle P C E, formed by 
the incident ray P C with the perpendicular E C, 
the angle of incidence ; and, 5thly, the angle R C F, or 
S C F, formed by the refracted C R or C S, with the 
perpendicular C F, is called the angle of refraction. 
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Therefore, because of the bending which the ray 
of light undergoes, the angle of refraction is not 
equal to the angle of incidence P C E ; for pro- 
ducing the line P C to Q, the angles P C E and F C Qj 
being vertical, are equal to each other (Euclid's Ele- 
ments, Book I., Prob. 15), as you will easily recol- 
lect. The angle Q C F, then, is equal to the angle of 
incidence P C E ; therefore the angle of refraction 
R C F or S C F is greater or less. There are, then, 
only two cases which can exist ; the one, in which 
the refracted ray being C R,*the angle of refraction 
R C F is less than the angle of incidence P C E ; and 
the other, in which the refracted ray being C S, the 
angle of refraction is greater than the angle of in- 
cidence P C E. In the former case, we say, that the 
ray C R approaches the perpendicular C F ; and ia 
the other, that the refracted ray C S recedes or de- 
viates from the perpendicular. 

It is necessary, then, to inquire in what cases the 
one or the other of these changes will take place. 
And we shall find that this phenomenon depends on 
the difference of the density of the two mediums, or 
because the rays are transmitted with more or less 
difficulty through each of them. To prove this, it 
must be recollected that ether is of all mediums 
the most rare, and that through which rays are trans- 
mitted without the slightest resistance. After it the 
other common transparent mediums are thus ar- 
ranged : air, water, glass ; thus glass is a medium 
more dense than water, watef than air, and air than 
ether. 

This being laid down, we have only to attend to 
these two general rules : 1st, When rays pass from 
a medium less dense into one which is more so, the 
refracted ray approaches ,the more to the perpen- 
dicular. This is the case in which the incident ray 
being P C, the refracted ray is C R. 2dly, When the 
rajTS pass from a medium more dense to one less so, 
the refracted ray recedes frotn the perpendicular. 
This is the case in which the incident ray beings 
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P 0, the refracted ray is C S. Now, this bending is 
greater or less accordingas the two mediums differ 
m respect of density. Thus rays in passing from 
air into glass undergo a greater refraction than when 
they pass from air into water ; in both cases, how- 
ever, the refracted rays approach the perpendicular. 
In like manner, rays passing from glass into air un- 
dergo a greater refraction than when they pass from 
water into air ; but in these cases the refracted ray 
recedes from the perpendicular. 

Finally, it must likewise be remarked that the dif- 
ference between the angle of incidence and the an^le 
of refraction is so much greater, as the angle of in- 
cidence is greater ; or, as the incident ray recedes 
farther from the perpendicular, the greater will -be 
the bending or refraction of the ray. A relation be- 
tween all these angles exists, and is determinable by 
geometry ; but it is not now necessary to enter into 
the detail. What has been already said is sufficient 
for understanding what I have further to propose on 
the subject.* 

32(2 Jvly, 1760. 



LETTER XXXI. 

Refraction of Rays of different Colours* 

You have seen that when a ray of Ught passes 
obliquely from one transparent medium to another, 
it undergoes a bending, which is called refraction, 
and that the refraction depends on the obliquity of 
the incidence and the density of the mediums. I 
must now call upon you to remark, that diversity 

* The phenomenon of refraction furnishes one of the strongholds of Str 
Isaac Newton in defence of the theory of emanations. The directions of 
a ray of light in passing from one mediom to another of a different den* 
Rity conforms to the general law of attraction, by which a mass of mattef 
attracts towards itself material particles of great mobility and extreme 
liehtness.^ilm. Ed, 

Vol. L— L 
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of colours occasions likewise a small variety in the 
refraction. This arises undoubtedly from the cir- 
cumstance that the rays which excite in us the sen- 
sations of different colours perform unequal num- 
bers of vibrations in the same times, and that they 
differ among themselves, in the same manner as 
sharper or flatter sounds do. Thus, it is observable 
that rays of red undergo the least bending or refrac- 
tion ; after them come the orange ; the yellow, the 
green, the blue, and the violet follow in order ; so that 
violet-coloured rays undergo the greatest refraction ; 
it being always understood that the obliquity of the 
incidence and the density of the mediums are the 
same. Hence it is concluded that rays of different 
colours have not the same refrangibility ; that the 
red are the least, and the violet the most refrangible. 

If, then, P C Fig. 10, is a ray v- m 

passing, for example, from edr ^^S* l^- 

mto glass; the angle of inci- ™ 

dence being P C E, the.refracted 
ray will approach the perpen- 
dicular C F ; and if the ray be 
red, the refracted ray will be in 
the direction C — red; if it be 
orange, the refracted ray will be 
C — orange ; and so of the rest, 
as may be seen in the figure. 
All these rays deviate from the 
line C Q, which is P C produced, 
towards the perpendicular C F; but the red ray 
deviates the least from C Q, or undergoes the least 
refraction, and the violet recedes the farthest from 
C Q, and undergoes the greatest refraction. 

Now if P C is a ray of the sun, it produces at once 
all the coloured rays indicated in the figure ; and if 
a piece of white paper is placed to receive them, 
you will in effect see all these colours ; hence it is 
affirmed, that every ray of the sun contains at once 
all the simple colours. The same thing happens iX 
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• 

P C is a ray of white, or if it proceeds from a white 
body. We see aU the colours produced from it by 
refraction, whence it is concluded that white is an 
assemblage of all the simple colours, as we formerly 
showed. In truth, we hare only to collect all these 
coloured rays into a single point, and the colour of 
white will be the result. 

It is thus we discover what are the simple colours. 
Refraction determines them incontestably. In fol- 
lowing the order which it presents, they are these : 
1, red ; 2, orange ; 3, yellow ; 4, preen ; 6, blue ; 6, 
violet.* But it must not be imagined that there are 
but six ; for as difference of colours arises from the 
number of vibrations which rays perform in one and 
the same time, or rather the undulations which pro- 
duce them, it is clear that the intermediate numbers 
equally give simple colours. But we want names 
by which to designate these colours ; for between 
yellow and green we evidently perceive intermediate 
colours, for which we have no separate names. 

In conformity to the same laws are produced the 
colours visible in the rainbow. The rays of the sun, 
in passing through the drops of water which float 
through the air, are by them reflected and refracted, 
and the refraction decompounds them into the simple 
colours. You must undoubtedly have remarked, that 
these colours follow each other in the same order in 
the rainbow, the rerf, orange, yellow, green, blue, and 
violet ; but we discover in it also all the intermediate 
colours, as shades of one colour to another ; and had 
we more names to distinguish these degrees, we 
might find more of them from the one extremity to 

* Wben the beam of light is very smadl, Dr. WoIIaston found that 
there were only four colours, viz. red, yitllowiah- green, blue, and violett 
in the proportions 16. 23, 36, and 25. These proportions, howcivcr, vary 
Mfith the inclination of the inc'denteray, and also with tlie naiure of the 
refracting body, of which the prisrn is formed. The power of any body 
to produeto c<dour by a separation of the coloured rays is called its dism 
pernoe poioer, which does not depend upon Us refr active power. See Ih^ 
Mmimrgh Eneyclop<adia, Art. Optics, vol. xv. p. 485, Sil.^Sd, 
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the other. A more copious language may perhaps 
enable another nation actually to reckon a greater 
number of different colours : and another, it may be, 
cannot reckon so many; if, for example, it wants a 
term to express what we call orange. Some to these 
add purple^ which we perceive at the extremity of 
the red, but which others comprehend under the 
3ame name with red. 

C. D. C F. 6. A. B. 

5 w o Ml o g <i 

These colours may be compared to the notes of 
an octave, as I have done here, because the relations 
of colours, as well as those of sound, maybe expressed 
by numbers. There is even an appearance, that by 
straining the violet a little more, you may come round 
to a new purple, just as in rising from sound to sound, 
on going beyond B you come round to c, which is 
the octave above C. And as in music we give to 
these two notes the same name, because of their 
resemblance, the same thing takes place in colours, 
which, after havingf risen through the intervals of an 
octave, resume the same names ; or, if you will, two 
colours, like two sounds, in which the number of 
vibrations in the one is precisely the double of the 
other, pass for the same, and bear the same name. 

On this principle it was that Father Castely in 
France, contrived a species of music of colours. He 
constructed a harpsichord, of which every key dis- 
played a substance of a certain colour ; and he pre-, 
tended that this harpsichord, if skilfully touched, 
would present a most agreeable spectacle to the eye. 
He gave it the name of the Ocular Harp^ichordy* and 

* An account of Fatber CastePa Ocular Harpsiebord will be found in 
J>r. Bnyfttfif* JVeatise o» the KaUidotcope, p. ISl.— £t{. 
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3roa must undoubtedly have heard it talked of. For 
my part, painting rather seems to be that to the eye 
'which music is to the ear ; and I greatly doubt 
whether the representation of several shreds of cloth 
of diipTerent colours could be very agreeable. 
27M My, 1760. 



LETTER XXXn. 

Of the Azure Colour of the Heavens, 

You have just seen, that the cause of the visibility 
of objects is a motion of vibration extremely rapid, 
by which the minuter particles of their surfaces are 
agitated, and that the frequency of these vibrations 
determines the colour. 

It is the same thing whether these particles be 
agitated by an intrinsic force, as in luminous bodies, 
or whether they receive their agitation from illumi- 
nation, or from foreign rays, by which they are 
illumined, as in opaque bodies. The frequency or 
rapidity of the vibrations depends on the grossness 
of these particles, and on their elasticity, as that of 
the vibrations of a musical string depends on its 
thickness and degree of tension ; thus, as long as 
the particles of a body preserve the same elasticity, 
they represent the same colour, as the leaves of a 
plant preserve a green colour as long as they are 
fresh ; but when they begin to dry, the difference of 
elasticity which then takes place produces likewise 
a different colour. This subject I have already dis- 
cussed. I now proceed to explain why the heavens 
appear to us of a blue colour in the da3rtime. 

On observing this phenomenon with a vulgar eye, 
it would appear that we are surrounded by a pro- 
digious vault of azure, as painters represent th^ sky 
on a ceiling. I have no occasion to undeceive you 
respecting this prejudice : a small degree of refiec- 

Ld 
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tion is sufficient to make you comprehend that the 
heavens are not an azure vault, to which the stars 
are affixed like so many luminous studs. You are 

Eerfectly convinced tlmt the stars are immense 
odies, at inconceivable distances from us, and which 
move freely through a space almost void, or which 
is filled only by that subtile matter called ether. 
And I will show you that this phenomenon is to be 
ascribed to our atmosphere, which is not perfectly 
transparent. 

Were it possible to rise higher and higher above 
the surface of the earth, the air would become grad* 
ually more and more rare, till it ceased to assist 
respiration, and would at length entirely cease ;. we 
should then have reached the region of pure ether. 
Accordingly, in proportion as we ascend on moun«. 
tains, the mercury in the barometer continues to 
fall, because the atmosphere becomes lighter and 
lighter ; and then likewise it is remarked, that the 
azure colour of the heavens becomes fainter ; and 
were it possible to mount into pure ether, it would 
entirely disappear : on looking upward, we should 
see nothing at all, and the heavens would appear 
black as night ; for where no ray of light can reach 
us, every thing wears the appearance of black« 

There is good reaison, then, for asking. Why the 

beavens appear to be blue ? This phenomenon could 

not exist were air a perfectly transparent medium, 

as ether is : in that case, we should receive from 

above no other rays but those of the stars : but the 

lustre of daylight is so great that the feeble light 

of the stars is absorbed by it. You could not per- 

j ' ceive the fiarae of a taper in the day-time at any con-. 

I siderable distance ; but that same flame in the night 

k would appear very brilliant at much greater dis- 

^ tances. This clearly proves, that we must look fop 

the cause of the azure colour of the heavens in the 

want of transparency in the air. The air is loaded 

with a great quantity of small particles, which are 
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not perfectly transparent, but which, being ilhimi- 
nated by the rays of the sun, receive from them a 
inotion of vibration, which produces new rays proper 
to these particles ; or else the}r are opaque, and be- 
come visible to us from being illumined.* 

Now, the colour of these particles is blue ; and 
this explains the phenondenon : the air contains a 
great quantity of small blue particles : or it may be 
said that its minuter particles are bluish, but of a 
colour extremely delicate, and which becomes sen- 
sible to us only m an enonnoUs mass of air. Thus, 
in a roonl, we perceive nothing of this blue ; but 
when the bluish rays of the whole atmosphere pene- 
trate our eyes at once, however delicate the colour 
of each singly, their totality may produce a very 
deep colour. 

This is confirmed by another phenomenon, with 
which you must be well acquainted. If you look at 
a forest, from a moderate distance, it appears quite 

reen ; but in proportion as your distance increases, 
acquires a bluish cast, and this gradually becomes 
deeper and deeper. The forests on the mountains 
of Hartz, which may be seen from Magdeburg, ap- 
pear thence to be blue, but viewed from Halberstadt, 
they are green. The great extent of air between 
Magdeburg and these mountains is the reason of it. 
However delicate or rare the bluish particles of the 
air may be, there is such a prodigious quantity of 
them in that interval, the rays of which enter into 
the eye at once, that they represent a tolerable deep 
blue.f 

* That tbe air is loaded with particles not pertbetly transparent, and 
that the vibration of these particles is (he cause of the .blaeness of the 
sky, most be considered merely as an hypothesis. When the atmosphere 
is the most transparent, and most fVee, as it would seem, fVom foreign 
opaque particles, the sky appears of the deepest blue. This beautiftil 
cerulean hue doubtless arises fVom the reflection of the bluer ray fVom 
the mass of the atmosphere itself.— Am. Ed. 

t When the purest spring water is placed in a Isrge reservoir lined 
witM something white, its tint is invariably of a blue colour. Hence 
«ri8e« tlw blue colour of masses of transparent ice, in the glaciers of 
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We remark a similar phenomenon in a fog, when 
tne air is loaded with a great quantity of opaque 
particles of a whitish colour. On looking only to 
a small distance, you scarcely perceive the fog ; but 
when the distance is considerable, the whitish colour 
becomes very perceptible ; to such a degree that it 
is impossible to see through it. The water of the 
sea appears green at a certain depth ; but when you 
take up a small quantity, as much, for instance, as a 

glass will contain, it is sufficiently diaphanous, and 
as no sensible colour : but in a great extent, when 
you look towards the bottom, so many greenish rays 
collected produce a deep cplour. 
^Ith Jtdyy 1760. 



LETTER XXXin. 

Of Rays issuing from a distant luminous Point, and 

of the Visuxd Angle. 

As long as the rays produced by the rapid vibra- 
tion of the minuter particles of a body move in the 
same transparent medium, they preserve the same 
direction, or diffuse themselves in all directions, in 
straight lines. These rays may be represented by 
the radii of a circle, or rather of a sphere, which, 
issuing from a centre, proceed in straight lines to 
the circumference ; and it is on account of this re- 
semblance that we employ the same term radius^ or 
ray, to express them, though, properly speaiking, the 
light does not consist of lines, but of very rapid 
vibrations, going continually forward, in the direc- 
tion of straight lines; and, for this reason, light 

Switzerland, and the fine blue colour of tbe Rhone, in issuing out of the 
Lake of Geneva.— £<{. 

The colour of the water, beautifully transparent as it issues wit' 
great velocity firom tbe lake, is raore green than blue.— Am. Ed, 
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may be considered as straight lines, issuing from a 
luminous point, in all directions.* 

Let C, Fig, 11,. be alurpinous Fig. 11. 

point, from which rays issue in all 
directions. Let two spheres be 
described round C, as a centre, of 
the one of which, let the great 
circle he ah de^ and of the other 
A B D E. The light diffused over 
the surface of the smaller spliere 
mb d e will likewise occupy that 
of the greater sphere A B D £. The light, then, 
must be more faint and weak at the surface of this 
last than at that of the smaller sphere a h d e. 
Hence it may be concluded, that the effect of light 
must be smaller in proportion to the distance from 
the luminous point. If we suppose that the radius 
of the greater sphere is double that of the smaller, 
the surface of the greater sphere will be four times 
as great. Since, therefore, the same quantity of 
light is diffused over the surface of the greater 
sphere, and over that of the smaller, it must follow 
tl^at light at double the distance is four times more 
faint ; at thrice the distance, nine times ; at a quad- 
ruple distance, sixteen times ; and so on. 

On iq^plying this rule to the light of the sun, it 
will appear, that if the earth were removed to double 
the distance from the sun, the light derived from 
him would be rendered four times more faint ; and 
if the sun were a hundred times farther from us, 
his brightness would be a hundred times a hundred, 
that is, ten thousand times less. Supposing, then, 
a fixed star to be as great and as luminous as the 

* It is difficult to ooneelve iwhy a ray of light sbould be confined in its 
direction to straight lines, if it consist only in tlie vibrations of an elastic >. 
and universally-pervading ether. There is nothing in sound analogotis 
to this. A luminous body, as a star or a candle, cannot be seen through \ 
' • crooked tube. Sound, or mere undulations of an elastic medium, yield 1 
to no such obstruction. Newton was of opinion, that ethereal pulaation 
produced by the sun would circumvolve the earth, and that ou tbia 
tbeorjttiere riioold ba do darkness at all.— Am. Ed. 
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sun, but that it was 400,000 times farther from us, 
its light will be 400,000 times 400,000, that is, 
160,000,000,000 times more faint than that of the 
sun. Hence we see, that the light of a fixed star is 
nothing compared to that of the sun ; and this is the 
reason that we do not see the stars in the daytime ; 
as a feebler light always disappears in presence of 
one much more bright. The same thing holds good 
with respect to candles, and all other luminous 
bodies which administer less light in proportion to 
their distance from us ; and you must have frequently 
remarked, that however strong a light may be, it is 
insufficient to assist us in reading a printed book, if 
you remove from it to any considerable distance. 

There is still another circumstance closely con- 
nected with what I have just observed, namely, 
that the same object appears smaller to us in pro- 
portion to its distance. A giant at a great dis- 
tance does not appear taller than a dwarf near us. 
To form a clearer judgment of this, it is necessary 
to attend to the angles at which these objects are 
seen by us. 

Let us suppose, then. Fig- 12. 

A B, Fig. 12, to be an 
object, for example, a 
man, and that the eye 
looks at it from the 
point C. Draw from 
that point the straight 
lines A C and B C, 
which represent the 
extreme rays proceeding from the object to the eye ; 
we call the angle formed at C the visual angle of 
that object for the point C. If we look at the same 
object from a smaller distance, at D, the visual angle 
D will be undoubtedly greiater : hence it is clear, 
that the more distant the same object is, the smaller 
is its visual angle ; and the nearer it approaches, its 
visual angle becomes greater. 
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Astronomers measure very accurately the angles 
Under which we see the heavenly bodies ; and they 
have found that the visual angle of the sun is some- 
whaV more than half a degree. If the sun were 
twice as far from us, this angle would be reduced 
to the half; and then it will not seem surprising 
that it should furnish us four times less light. And 
if the sun were 400 times farther off, his visual anglo 
would become so many miles less, and then that 
luminary would appear no greater than a star. We 
must therefore carefully distinguish the apparent 
greatness of any object from its real greatness. 
The first is always an angle greater or less, accord- 
ing as the object is nearer or more distant. Thus 
the apparent greatness of the sun is an angle of 
about half a degree, whereas his real magnitude far 
surpasses that of tlfe earth ; for the sun being a 

flobe, his diameter is estimated to be about 790,000 
English miles, while the diameter of the earth is 
only 7912 English miles. 
29th July, 1760. 



LETTER XXXIV. 

Of the Assistance which Judgment lends to Vision^ 

What I have now submitted to you on the phe- 
nomenon of vision belongs to optics, which is a 
branch of mixed mathematics, and which likewise 
holds a considjerable rank in physics. Besides 
colours, the nature of which I have endeavoured 
to explain, it is the business of optics to treat of the 
manner in which vision is performed^ and of the 
different angles under which objects are seen. 

You must have already remarked, that the same 
object may be viewed, sometimes under a greater 
visual angle, sometimes under a smaller, as it is less 
or more distant from us. I say, further, that a 
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small object may be viewed under the same angle as 
a great one, when the fonner is very near, and the 
latter very distant. A small dish maybe placed be- 
fore the eye in such a manner as to cover the whole 
body of the sun ; and, in reality, a plate of half > a 
foot diameter, at the distance of 64 feet, exactly 
covers the sun, and is seen uiider the same angle ; 
and yet what a prodigious difference is there be- 
tween the size of a plate and that of the sun. The 
full moon appears to us under nearly the same visual 
angle as the sun, and of consequence, nearly as great, 
though really much smaller ; but it is to be consid- 
ered that the sun is almost 400 times more remote 
frdm us than the moon. 

The visual angle is a point of so much the more 
importance in optics, that the images of the objects 
which paint themselves on th^ bottom of the eye 
depend upon it. The greater or less the visual angle 
is, the greater or less they (the objects) are great 
or little. And as we see objects out of ourselves 
only so far as their images are painted on the bot- 
tom of the eye, they constitute the immediate object 
of vision or sensation. One of these images, there- 
fore, leads us to the knowledge only of three things. 
First, its figure and its colours conduct to the con- 
clusion, that there is, out of us, a similar object of 
such a figure, and such a colour. Secondly, it» 
magnitude discovers the visual angle under which 
the object appears to us ; and, finally, its place on 
the bottom of the eye makes us sensible of the 
direction of the external object relatively to us, or 
that iii which the rays emitted from it reach our 
eyes. 

In these three particulars consists the phenome- 
non of vision ; and we only perceive, 1st, the figure 
and colours ; 2dly, the visual angle, or the apparent 
magnitude ; and, 3dly, the direction, or the place in 
which we conclude that the object exists. Vision^ 
theU} discovers to us nothing respecting either .the* 
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real magnitude of objects, or their distances. Though 
we frequently imagine that we can determine by the 
eye the magnitude and distance of an object, this 
is not an act of vision, but of the understanding. 
The other senses, and habits of long standing, en- 
able us to calculate at what distance an object is from 
us. But this faculty extends only to objects at no 
great distance. Whenever their distance becomes 
considerable, our judgment cannot exercise itself 
With certainty; and if sometimes we venture to 
hazard a decision, it is generally very remote from 
the truth. 

Thus, no one can pretend to say that he sees the 
magnitude or the distance of the 'moon ; and when 
the vulgar imagine they can judgie of the first, by 
considering it as equal lo that of\.the terrestrial 
bodies which are seen undet the sam>Q angle^^ is 
not by vision they are deceived, but b^rttwir judg- 
ment, which they wajit to apply to an object far be- 
yond their re^ch. It is certain, therefore, that the 
eyes alone can determine nothing respecting the 
distance and magnitude of objects. 

To this subject may be referred the very remark- 
able case of a man bom blind, who obtained sight 
by means of an operation, at an advanced period of 
Ufe.* This person was at first dazzled ; he could 
distinguish nothing as to the magnitude and distance 
of objects. All objects appeared so near that he 
wanted to handle them. A considerable time and 
long practice were requisite to bring him to the real 
use of sight. He was under the necessity of serving 
a long apprenticeship, such as we perform during 
the term of childhood, and of which we afterward 
preserve no recollection. 

This it is which instructed us, that an object ap- 

* This wfts the young man, blind from cataract, on whom oar coontry- 
man Cheselden performed the operation of couching:. An accoont of 
this interesting ease, which is so often referred to, will be Ibuhd in the 
PkUoMpkUtal Transmitiont for 1738, vol. xxvt. p. 447.— JCti; 

Vol, I.— M 
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pears to us so much the more clear and distinct as 
it is nearer ; and reciprocally, that an object which 
appears clear and distinct is near ; and when it ap- 
pears obscure and indistinct, that it is at a distance. 
It is thus that painters, by weakening the tints of 
the objects which they wish to appear remote, and 
strengthening those which they would represent as 
nearer, are enabled to determine our judgment con- 
formably to the effect which they mean to produce. 
And they succeed so perfectly, that we consider 
some of the objects represented in painting as more 
distant than others, an illusion which could not take 
place if vision discovered to us the real distance 
and magnitude of- objects. 
1*/ August^ 1760. ' 



LETTER XXXV. 

Explanation of certain Phenomena relative to Optics, 

You have just seen, that vision alone discovers 
to us nothing respecting either the real magnitude 
or the distance of objects ; and that all we imagine 
we see, whether as to the distance or magnitude of 
any object, is the* effect of judgment. We must 
carefully distinguish that which the senses repre- 
sent to us, from what judgment adds, in which we 
frequently deceive ourselves. Many philosophers 
who have declaimed against the accuracy of the 
senses, and who meant thence to infer the uncer- 
tainty of all human knowledge, have confounded the 
proper representation of our senses with judgment. 
; This is their mode of reasoning: We see the sun 
I no bigger than a t;^ncher, though it be infinitely 
j greater ; therefore the sense of seeing deceives us ; 
! therefore all our sifcnses deceive us ; at least, we can- 
not depend on them ; therefore, all the knowledge 
we acquire by means of the senses is uncertain. 
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and probably false: we therefore know nothing. 
Such is the reasoning of these skeptics, who boast 
so vaingloriously of their ingenuity ; though there 
be nothing so easy as to say that every thing is un- 
certain; and the greatest dunce may make a shining 
figure in this sublime philosophy. But it is abso- 
lutely false that the sight represents to us the sun 
no bigger than a pewter plate ; it determines nothing 
whatever respecting his magnitude ; it is our judg- 
ment alone that deceives us. When the objects, 
however, are not very distant, we can pronounce 
with tolerable exactness on their dimensions and 
distances ; and the other senses, joined to the degree 
of clearness with which we see these same objects, 
render our judgments sufficiently certaiin. Now, as 
soon as we have the idea of the distance of an object, 
we form to ourselves, likewise, that of its real mag- 
nitude, knowing that it depends on that distance. 
Hence, the more distant we reckon an object to be, 
the greater we conclude is its magnitude : and re- 
ciprocally, the nearer we conclude it is, the smaller 
we suppose it. We, of course, frequently take one 
body for another of much greater magnitude, when 
a suspension of judgment prevents our taking dis- 
tance into the account. The reason is, that a very 
large body may be seen at a great distance, under 
the same angle as a small object placed near us. 

There, is another phenomenon well known to 
every one, and which has given occasion to many 
disputes among the learned, and which it is now 
perfectly easy to explain. The full moon appears 
to every eye at the time of her rising to be much 
greater than when she has got to a considerable 
height above the horizon, though the visual angle 
of the apparent magnitude be the same. The sun, 
too, at the time of rising and setting, appears to 
every one greater than at noon. What then is the 
foundation of this judgment, so universal, and so 
false ? It is imdoubte(Uy because we judge the sun 
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and the moon in the horizon to be at a greater dis- 
tance from us than when they have got to a consid- 
erable height. » 

But how come we to form such a judgment 1 The 
common answer is, that when the sun and the moon 
are in the horizon, we perceive a great many objects 
between them and us which seem to increase their 
distance; whereas, when the sun and moon have 
risen to a great height, we perceive nothhig between 
them and us, and therefore conclude that they are 
nearer. I know not whether this explanation will 
be satisfactory. It may be objected, that an empty 
apartment appears greater than one completely fur- 
nished, though the size be exactly the same ; several 
intervening objects, therefore, do not always lead us 
to imagine that one more remote is at a greater dis- 
tance than is really the case. I flatter myself that 
the following solution will be deemed more natural 
and better founded. 

Let the circle A, ^^.13, represent Fig^ 13. 

the earth, and the dotted circle the 
atmosphere or air with which the 
earth is surrounded ; suppose your- 
self stationed at the point A, if 
the moon is in the horizon, the 
rays will reach you in the direc- 
tion of the line B A ; but in her 
extreme height, the rays will de- 
scend in the line C A. In the first 
case the rays pass through the greater space B A, 
and in the second case through the smaller space 
C A. Now you will please to recollect, that the rays 
of light which pass through a transparent medium 
»^' ^ have, their force diminished in proportion to tl^ 
• 'M length of the passage. ITie atmosphere or air, then, 
W being a transparent medium, the ray B A must in its 
passage lose much more of its force than the ray 
C A. Hence it follows in general, that all the celes- 
tial bodies appe^ much less brilliant in the horizon 
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than when fully risen and elevated. We are able 
to look directly even at the sun when he is in the 
horizon; but when once he has gained a certain 
height, the eye is constrained to shrink from his 
lustre. 

I conclude from this that the moon, too, appears 
less brilliant in the horizon than when elevated.* 
IjJow you will recollect what I said a little above, in 
speakmg of effect in painting, that the same object 
appears to us more distant when its light is weak- 
ened : the moon, then, being in the horizon, must 
appear more distant than at any point of elevation. 
The consequence is obvious; 'as we judge the dis- 
tance of the moon greater in the horizon, w^ must 
likewise judge her magnitude greater. And in gen- 
eral aU the stars, when near the horizon, appear 
to us greater, because their apparent distance is 
greater. 

3^ Augusty 1760. 

* A more complete explanation of this phenomenon will be fbund in 
Dr. 'Smith's Optics^ vol. i. p. 63. He shows that the apparent figure of 
the slcy resembles B F B D, Fig. 32, p. 183, being mach less than a hemi- 
sphere ; and considering that the moon at .m n subtends an angle 
m On equal to the angle. o Oji, which it subtends at o p, he concludes 
that the moon must appear much larger at o p than at m n, in conse- 
quence or its being supposed to be at a much greater distance. When a 
star seemed to b« half-way beiweeti the horizon and the zenith, Dr. Smith 
found its real altitude to be only 23^ ; and upon this principle he con- 
structed the following table :— 



Sun or Moon's altitude, 


Apparent diameters, 


in degrees. 


or distances. 





100 


15 


68 


30 


50 


45 


40 


60 


34 


75 


31 


90 


30.~Ed. 
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LETTER XXXVI. 

Of Shadow, 

I HATE endeavoured to explain almost aU that is 
usually treated of in optics. All that remains is to 
speak of shadow. You already know too well what 
is meant by shade or shadow, to render it necessary 
for me to dwell long on the subject. Shadow always 
supposes two things : a luminous body, and an opaque 
body which does nbt transmit the rays of light. 
The opaque body, then, prevents the rays of a lu- 
minous body from getting behind it, and the space 
which the rays canuot reach from this interception 
is called the shadow of the opaque body ; or, what 
comes to the same thing, shadow includes all that 
space in which the luminous body is not to be seen, 
because the opaque body obstructs its rays. 

Let A, f'^. 14, jpv«.. 14. 

be a luminous 
point, and B C 
D E an opaque 
body. Draw the 
extreme rays A 
B M, A D N, 
touching the o- 
paque body. It 
is evident that 
no ray of light 
proceeding from A can penetrate into the space 
M B E D N ; and in whatever point within that space 
the eye may be placed, at O, for example, it will not 
see the luminous body. This space is the shadow 
of the opaque body; and we see that it is contin- 
ually increasing, and may extend to infinity. But 
if the body from which the rays proceed be itself 
of ^at magnitude, the detennihation of the shadow 
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is somewhat different. There are three cases which 
demand consideration ; the first is, when the lumi- 
nous body is less than the opaque ; the second, when 
they are equal ; and the third, when the luminous 
body is the greater. The first case is that which 
w6 have now been considering, in which the light 
is. smaller than the opaque body. 



Fig. 15. 




The isecond is 
represented in Fig. 
16, where the lu- 
minous body A is 
of the same mag- 
nitude with the 

opaque body B C E D. If you draw the extreme rays 
A B M, A E N, the space M B E N will be shaded, 
and through the whole of that space it will be im- 
possible to see the luminous body. You see like- 
wise that the lines B M and E N are parallel, and 
that the shadow extends to infinity, always preserv- 
ing the same breadth. 

The third Fig, 16. 

case IS exhib- v-^snj^iir^v . 
itedmJ?^.16, >^--"^ ^^ 
where the lu- 
minous body 
A A is great- 
er than the 
opaque body 
BCED. The 
extreme rays 
touching the 
opaque body 
in B and E, if 
produced,will 
meet in the 
j%mt O, and 

the space of the shadow B O E becomes finite, and 
terminates in O. The shade in this case is termed 
conical. Jli^s only into this space that the light has 
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no admission, and in which it is impossible to see 
the luminous body. To this third case belongs the 
shadows of the celestial bodies, which are much 
smaller than the luminous body which enUghtens 
them, namely, the sun. 

We have here, then, another display of the Crea- 
tor's wisdom. For if the sun were smaller than 
the planets, their shadows would not be terminated, 
but extend to infinity, which would deprive immense 
spaces of the benefit of the sun's light. But the 
magnitude of that luminary surpassing by so many 
times that of the planets, their shadows are con- 
tracted to very narroV bounds, from which alone the 
light of the sun is excluded. 

It is thus that the earth and the moon project 
their conical shadows ; and the moon may occasion- 
ally plunge into the shadow of the earth either par- 
tially or totally. When this takes place, we say the 
moon is eclipsed, either wholly or in part. In the 
former case we call it a total eclipse of the moon ; 
in the other, a partial eclipse. The moon likewise 
projects her shadow, but it is smaller than that of 
the earth. It may happen, however, that the shadow 
of the moon should extend as far as to the earth ; 
and then those who are involved iii that shadow 
undergo an eclipse of the sun. An eclipse of the 

. sun, then, takes place when the moon, interposing, 
prevents our seeing the sun wholly, or in part. We 
see not the sun by night, though there be no eclipse ; 
but we are then in the shadow of the earth, which 
causes our greatest obscurity. 

Hitherto we have considered only the cases in 
which the rays of light are transmitted in straight 
lines, which is the professed object of optics. But 
it has been already remarked, that the rays of light 
are sometimes reflected, and sometimes broken •r 
refracted. You w'iil recollect, that when the rajrs 

. fiedl on a well-polished surface, such as a mirror, they 
are reflected from thal^smface ; and when they pass 
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from one transparent medium to another, they un- 
dergo refraction, and are in some sense broken. 
Hence arise two other sciences. That which con- 
siders vision in reference to reflected rays is called 
catoptrics ; and that which has for its object vision, 
in reference to broken or refracted rays, is termed 
dioptrics. Optics treat of vision relatively to direct 
rays of light. 1 shall present you with a summary 
of these two sciences catoptrics and dioptrics, as 
they disclose phenomena which are every day pre- 
senting themselves; and of which it is of importance 
to investigate the caiises and the properties. Every 
thing relating to the subject of vision is, beyoiid 
contradiction, an object highly worthy of excitii^ 
curiosity, and of engaging attention. 
5th Augusty 1760. 



LETTER XXXVII. 

€f Catoptrics, and the Reflection of Rays from plain 

Mirror*. 

Ci-TopTRics treat of vision relatively to reflected 
rays. When rays of light fall on a weU-polished 
surface, they are, reflected in such a manner that the 
angles on all sides are equal among themselves. 

To set this in a 
clear light, let A B, ^ig- 17. 

Fig. 17, be the sur- 
face of a common 
mirror, and P a lu- 
minous point,whose 
rays P Q, P M, 
P m, fall upon the 
mirror. Of all these 
rays; let P Q be that 
which falls perpen- 
diculariy on the • ^ 
/nirror, and which has this particular and r^markaUe 
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property, that it is reflected upon itself in the direc- 
tion of Q P ; just as on a billiard-table, when the 
ball is struck perpendicularly against the ledge, it is 
repelled in the self-same direction. But every other 
ray, as P M, is reflected in the line M N, in such a 
manner as to make the angle A M N equal to the 
angle B M P ; in which it is to be remarked, that 
the ray P M is named the incident ray, and M N the 
reflected ray. In like manner, to the incident ray 
P m will correspond the reflected ray m n ; and, 
consequently, because of the reflection, the ray 
P M is continued in the direction of the line M N, 
and the ray P w in the direction of m n, so that we 
have the angle A M N equal to B M P, and the 
angle Km n equal to the angle B m P. This prop- 
erfy is thus enounced : The angle of reflection is 
always equal to the angle of incidence. 

I have already taJten notice of this striking prop- 
erty; but my design at present is to show what 
the phenomena in vision are which result from it. 
First, it is evident that an eye placed at N will re- 
ceive from the luminous point P the reflected ray 
M N ; thus the ray which excites in that eye the 
sensation of the body from whence it proceeded 
comes in the direction M N, just as if the object P 
were in some point of that line ; hence it follows 
that the eye must see the object P in the direction 
NM. 

In order the more clearly to elucidate this fact, 
we must have recourse to geometry ; and you will 
recollect with pleasure the propositions on which 
the following reasoning is founded. Let the perpen- 
dicular ray P Q be produced on the other side the 
mirror to R, so that Q U shall be equal to P Q ; I 
will show you that all the reflected rays M N and 
m n, being produced behind the mirror, must meet 
in that point. For, taking the two triangles P Q M 
smd R Q M, they have first the side M Q common 
to both; then the side Q R was made equal to the 
side P Q ; and, finally, the angle P Q M being a right 
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angle, its adjacent angle R Q M must likewise be a 
right angle (Euclid's Elements, Book I. Prop. 13). 
Therefore these two triangles, having each an equal 
angle contained by two equal sides, shall be every 
way equal (Euclid, Book I. Prop. 4) ; and conse* 
quently the angle P M Q equal to the angle R M Q. 
But the angle A M N, and the angle R M Q, being 
vertical, are equal to each other (Euclid, Book I. 
Prop. 15) ; therefore also the angle A M N shall 
be equal to the angle P M Q; that is, the angle 
of reflection shall be equal to the angle of inci- 
dence. 

In the same manner it is demonstrated, that the 
reflected ray m n, being produced, would likewise 
pass through the point R, and consequently produce 
in the eve the same effect as if the object P were ac- 
tually placed behind the mirror at R, this point being 
in the perpendicular P Q R, at the same distance as 
P from the surface of the mirror, but on different 
sides. This will enable yoy to comprehend clearly 
why mirrors represent objects as if they were 
behind them; and why we judge that these objects, 
are placed as far behind the surface of the mirror as 
they really are before it. It is thus that the mirror 
transports objects into another place, without chang- 
ing their appearance. To distinguish in the mirror • 
the apparent object from the real, we name the apJ 
parent object the image, and we §ay that the images 
represented by reflected rays are behind the mirror. 
This denomination serves to distinguish real objects 
from the images of them represented in mirrors ; 
and the images' which we see in mirrors are per* 
fectly equal and similar to the objects, with this ex- 
ception, that what in the object is on the left appears 
in the image on the right, and reciprocally. Thus a 
person wearing his sworid on the left side, appears 
with it in the mirror on his right. 

From what has been said, it is always easy to 
settle the image of any object whatever behind the 
mirror. 
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ForAB,JV.18,being ^ig, 18. 

a mirror,* and B F an |b 

object, say an arrow: 
draw from the points £ 
and F the perpendicu- 
lars E 6 and F H, to 

the surface of the mir- ? !^ 

ror, and produce these 
to e and /, so that E G 
shall be equal to e G, 

andFHto/H,c/wiU ^ pr 

be the image sought, 
which will l^ equal to 
the object E F, because 
the'buadrilateral figure 
G e/H is in all respects equal to the quadrilateral fig- 
ure GJE F H. It must be still farther remarked, that 
were you even to cut off from the mirror a part, as 
C B, and A C was the mirror, the image ef would 
not be changed. And consequently, when the mirror 
is not sufficiently large to admit the falling of the per- 
pendiculars E G and F H upon it, we must suppose 
the plane of the mirror to be extended, as we produce 
lines in geometry when we wiant to let fall perpendic- 
ulars upon them. What I have said respects only 
common minPors, whose surface is perfectly plain. 
Convex and concave mirrors produce mfFerent eff ^^^^ 

7th August, 1760. 



LETTER XXXVni. 

Reflection of Rays from Convex and Concave Mirrors, 

Burning Mirrors* 

i' 

Every thing relating to the reflection of rays is 
neduced, as you have seen, to two things ; the one 
of which is the place of theimage which the reflected 
rays NiH-eeent; and the other the relation of the 
image to the object. In ordinary or plain mirrowi^ 
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file image of the object is behind the mirror, at a 
^Btance equal to that of the object before the mir* 
ror, and it is equal and similar to the object. 1V» 
both of these circumstances we must attend wlien 
the mirror is not plain, but when its surface is con* 
?»x or concave ; for in either case the image is, for 
tlie most part, strangely disfigured. . You must fre- 
^lently have remarked that on presenting any ob- 
^t before a spoon very highly poUshed, you see its 
mage greatly disfigured, whether reflected from its 
interior surface, which is concave, or from its exte- 
rior, which is convex. 

A globe of silver, finely polished, represents ob- 
jects with sufficient accuracy, but in mmiature. If 
the interior surface of the globe is well polished, 
objects appear upon it magnified ; provided always 
that they are not too distant. For the same objects 
may likewise appear smaller and inverted, if they are 
removed far from the mirror. There is no occasion 
to take a whole globe ; any part of its surface what- 
ever produces the same effect. These mirrors are 
denominated spherical ; and there are two sorts of 
them. The one is convex and the other concave, 
according as they are taken on the exterior or inte- 
rior surface of the sphere. They are compounded 
of various metals, susceptible of a fine polish; 
whereas plain mirrors are made of a plate or glass, 
and covered on one side with a preparation of mer- 
cury, designed to stop the passage of the rays, and 
to reflect them. I begin with convex mirrors. 
.LetACB,JP^.19, Fig, 19. 

tie a mirror, the seg- 
ment of a sphere, 
whose centre is 6. 
If you {dace before 
this mirror an ob- 
jeol K. at a great 
dimncQ* Its image 
Wtt ajtpdar behind 
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the mirror, at the point D, the middle point of 
the radius of the sphere G ; and the magnitude 
of this image wiU be to that of the object in the 
relation of the lines C D and C E : it will there* 
fore be in this case much smaller than the object, as 
the line C D is in effect much smaller than the line 
G E. If the object E approaches to the mirror, so 
likewise will its image. This is all demonstrable 
on geometrical principles, by supposing that any in- 
cident ray whatever, say E M, is reflected in the 
direction of M N, so that the angle B M N may be 
equal to the angle C M E. Thus, when the eye is 
at N, receiving the reflected ray M N, it will see the 
object E, according to that direction, and will ob- 
serve it in the mirror at the point D ; or, in other 
words, D will be the image of the object placed at 
E, but smaller. It is likewise easy to see, that the 
smaller the sphere is, of which the mirror is a seg- 
ment, the more likewise is the image diminished. 

I proceed to concave mirrors, the use of which is 
very common on many occasions. Let A C B, 
Fig. 20, be a mir- p- qa 

ror, forming part ^' 

of adhere, whose 
centre is G, and 
GCaradius. Let 
us su|^se an ob- 
ject E very dis- 
tant from the mir- 
ror, its image will 
appear before the 
mirror at D, the middle point of the radius C G ; for 
any ray of light whatever, E M, from the object E, 
fUling on the surface of the mirror at the point M, 
will l^ reflected thence in such a manner as to pass 
through the point D ; and when the eye is placed at 
N, it will see the object at D ; but this image will be 
to the object in the ratio of D to E, and conse- 
quently in this case smaller than it. And when y<m 
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teing the object nearer to the mirror, the image re- 
tires ; the object being placed even at the centre G, 
the image is there likewise. If you brin^ the ob- 
ject still forward to D, the image will retire infinitely 
beyond £. But if the object be placed still farther 
forward, between C and D, the image will fall behind 
the mirror, and appear greater than the object. 

When you look at yourself in such a mirror, at 
some point between D and C, your face will appear 
frightmlly large. This is explained by the nature 
of reflection, in virtue of which the angle of inci- 
dence E M A is always equal to the angle of reflec- 
tion C M N. To this species must be referred burn- 
ing mirrors, and every concave mirror may be em- 
ployed to bum. This remarkable property merits a 
more particular explanation. 

Let ABC, Fig. 21, be a concave mirror, 
whose centre is G, and instead of the ob- Fig^, 
ject, let the sun be at £ ; his reflected b( 
rays will represent the image of the sun at 
D, the middle point between C and G. 
Now, the magnitude of this image will be 
determined by the extreme rays S C, S C. 
This image of the sun will be accordingly 
very smsdl ; and as all the rays of the sun 
which fall on the mirror A B C are reflected 
in this image, they will be collected there, 
and will have 90 mUch more force, as the 
image D is smaller than the surface of the 
mirror. But the rays of the sun are endowed 
with the property of heating the bodies on 
which they fall, as well as that of illuminating them ; 
hence it follows that there must be at D a great de- 
gree of heat ; and when the mirror is sufficiently 
large, this heat may become stronger than the most 
ardent fire. In fact, by means of such a mirror you 
may bum in an instant any combustible body, and 
even melt metals of every kind. It is the image 
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of the sun alone which produces these surprising' 
effects.* This image is usually denominated the 
focus of the mirror ; it falls always in the middle 
point of the radius C G, between the mirror and its 
centre G. 

You must carefully distinguish humtng mirrors 
from bumitig-glasseSf of which I shall give some ac- 
count in my next Letter. 
9M August, 1760. 



LETTER XXXIX. 

Cf Dioptrics. 

HAYING explained the principal phenomena of 
catoptrics, which result from the reflection of the rays 
of ught, I proceed to treat of dioptrics, whose oV 
ject is to unfold the phenomena of the refraction of 
rays, which takes place when they pass through dif- 
ferent transparent mediums. A ray of light does 
not pursue the same straight line, unless it continues 
its progress through the same medium. As soon as 
it enters another transparent medium, it changes its 
direction more or less, according as it falls upon it 
more or less obliquely. There is only one case in 
which it pursues a rectilinear course, namely, when 
it enters the other medium perpendicularly. 

The instruments principally to be considered in 
dioptrics are the glasses employed in the construe* 
tion of t^escopes and microscopes. These glasses 
arc of a circular form, but with two faces. Every 
thing relating to them is reducible to the figure of 
tiiese two faces, which may be plain, or convex, or 

* Tti» antbor coold hardly mean that a mere image could prodoee •wik 
tm effea a« is here epoken of. K light or heat consists ofeibereal pulm^ 
tlona, there must be a concentration of the vibratory pulses in the fbcoi 
«C tba mirrar, as aerial pulses are brought to a point ia a whisperiaf «ii^ 
iMy, or in the asia of an ear-trumpet,— jlm. Ed. 
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concave. Their convexity or concavity is always 
e<|ual to that of a sphere, of which the radius must 
be known, it being considered as the measure of the 
curve of those surfaces. This being laid down, we 
shall have several kinds of dioptric glasses. 

Fig, 32. 




The first species. No. I. Fig, 22, is that whose two 
faces are plain. By cutting a circular piece out of a 
plate of glass of equal thicluiess, we shidl have one of 
this species which makes no change on objects either 
as to magnitude or distance. Glass No. II. has one of 
its surfaces plain, and the other convex ; and such are 
termed planoconvex. The third species. No. IIT. , has 
one face plain, and the other concave ; and these are 
called plano-concave. The fourth. No. lY., has two con- 
vex surfaces ; and is called double-convex. No. V. has 
two concave surfaces, and is called double-concave. 
The species Nos. VI. VII. have one surface convex and 
the other concave ; and we give them the name of 
meniscus. All these lenses are reducible to two 
classes ; the one containing those in which convexity 
prevails, as Nos. II., IV., VI. ; in the other, concavity 
is predominant, namelv, Nos. III., V., VII. The 
former class is simply denominated convex, and the 
latter concave. These two classes are distinguished 
by the foUowing property. 

Let A B, Fie, 23, be a convex glass, exposed to a 
very distant object E F, whose rays G A, G C, G B, fall 
on the glass, and passing through it, undergo a refrac- 
tion which will take place in such a manner, that 

N2 
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the rays proceeding* from the point G Fig. 23. 
shall meet on the other side of the glass < ^ ^ 
in the point g. The same thing will hap- 
pen to the rays which proceed from eVery 
point of the object. By this alteration 
all the refracted rays A /, B m, C n, will 
pursue the same direction as if the object 
were at e, ^,/, and inverted; and it will 
appear as many times smaller as the dis- 
tance C g shall be contained in the dis- 
tance C G. We say, then, that such a 
glass represents the object E F behind it 
at e f; and this representation is called 
the image, which is consequently inverted, 
and is, with the object itself, in the ratio 
of the distances of the glass from the 
image, and of the glass from the object. 

It is clear, then, that if the sun were the object, 
the image represented at e ^ would be that of the 
sun ; though very small, it will be so brilliant as to 
dazzle the eye, for all the rays which pass throug:h 
the glass meet in this image, and they exercise their 
double power of giving light and heat. The heat 
there is nearly as many times greater as the surface 
of the glass exceeds in magnitude the image of the 
sun, named its/ocwj, from which, if the glass be very 
flxeat, you may produce the greatest effects of heat. 
Combustible substances placed in the focus of such 
a glass are instantly consumed. Metals are melted, 
and even vitrified by it ; and other effects are produced 
tdx beyond the reach of the most active and intense 
flre. 

The reason is the same as in the case of burning 
mirrors. In both, the rays of the sun, diffused over 
the whole surface of the mirror or glass, are collected 
in the small space of the sun's image. The only 
difference is, that in mirrors the rays are collected 
hy reflection, and in glasses by refraction. Such is 
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Fig. 24. 



t^ eftsct of convex glasses, which are thicker in the 
middle than at the extremities, and which I have rep- 
resented in Nos. IL, IV., and VI. Those represented 
in Nos. HI., v., and VII. are thicker at the extrera- 
itiesthan at the middle ; and being all comprehended 
under the term concave, produce a contrary effect. 

Let A C B, Fig. 24, be a glass of this form. 
If yoo expose to it, at a great distance, 
the object E G F, the rays G A, G C, G B, 
proceeding from the point G, wiU un- 
dergo a refraction, on leaving Ihe glass 
in the direction of A /, C m, and B n, as 
if they had issued from the point g ; and 
an eye placed behind the glass, at m, for 
example, will see the object just as if it 
were placed at « ^ /, and in a situation 
similar to that in which it is at the point 
G, but as many times smaller as the dis- 
tance C G exceeds the distance G^. Con- 
vex glasses, then, represent the image of 
a very distant object behind them, con- 
cave glasses represent it before them ; the 
former represent it inverted, and the 
latter in its real situation. In both the linage is as 
many times smaller as the distance of the Object from 
the glass exceeds that of the glass from the image. 
On this property of glasses is founded the construc- 
tion of telescopes, spectacles, and microscopes. 
lUh August, nW), 




LETTER XL. 

Coniimuftion.'-'Cf Burrdng'glasses and their Focus, 

Convex glasses furnish some further remark)^, 
which I beg leave to lay before you. I apeak here 
of Hkese^gmses in general which are tlidcKer ip. the 
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middle than at the extremities ; whether both sur- 
faces be convex, or one plain and the other convex ; 
or, finalljr, one concave and the other convex ; pro- 
vided, however, that the convexity exceed the con- 
cavity, or that the Ihickness be greater at the middle 
than at the extremities. It is further supposed, that 
ttnriasses have a apherical figure. 
^TOey have first this property, that i»ing exposed 
to tiie Sim, they present benina them a focus, which 
is the image of that luminary, and which is endowed, 
like it, with the property of illuminating and burn- 
ing. The reason is, that ali the rays issuing from 
the sun, and falline on this si^rface, are collected by 
the refraction of ine glass into a single point. The 
•ame tiling happens, whatever be the object exposed 
to such a glass j it always presents the imaire of it, 
which you see instead of the object itself. The 
following figure will render what 1 have said more 
intelligible. 

Let ABC D, Fig. 35, be a convex Fig. 35. 

S'ass, before which is placed an object 
G P, of which it will be sufficient to 
consider the three points E, G, F. The 
rays which, from the point E, fall upon 
the dass, are contained in the sfoce 
A Ell; and are all collected in the 
■pace A « B by refraction, so as to meet 
in the point e. In the same manner, the 
rays from the point G, which faU on 
the glass, and which All the space 
A G B, are comprehended by means of 
refraction in the space A ^ B, and meet 
in the pointy. Finally, the rays from 
the point F, which fall on the glass 
the angle A F B, are refracted so a! 
meet in the point /. Thus we shall t 
bftve theiniaf^ e gf in an inverted position behind 
t^l^assi Bi^ an eye placed at 0,betuadQuimafe, 
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will be affected in the same manner as if the object 
were at e gf inverted^ and as manv times smaller 
as the distance D ^ is smaller than tne distance C 6. 

In order to determine the place of the image e^/, 
we must attend as weU to the form of the glass as 
to the distance of the object. As to the first, it may 
be remarked, that the more convex the glass is, in 
other words, the more that the thickness of the mid* 
die C D exceeds that of the extremities, the nearer 
the image will be to its surface. With regard to tho 
distance, if you bring the object E F nearer to the 
glass, its image e/ retires from it, and reciprocaUy. 
The image cannot be nearer to the glass than when 
the object is at a very great distance from it. The 
image is then at the same distance as that of the sun 
woiud be, which point is denominated the focus of 
the lens. When the object, then, is vory distant, 
the image falls in the very focus ; and the nearer 
you bring the object to the glass, the farther the 
ima^e retires from it, and that in conformity to a 
law m dioptrics, by means of which you can always 
determine the place of the image for every distance 
of the object, provided you know the' focus of the . 
glass, that is, trie distance at which it collects the* 
rays of the sun, in a space sufficiently small to set 
on fire a body exposed to it. 

The point where the rays meet is, as has been 
said, the place of the image. Now, this point is 
easily found by experience. The different denomi- 
nations of glasses are derived from it, as when we 
say, such a glass has its focus at the distance of an 
inch, another at the distance of a foot, another at 
the distance of ten feet, and so on ; or, more con- 
cisely, a glass of an inch, a foot, or ten feet focus. 
Long telescopes require glasses of a very dist^ 
focus, and it is extremely difficult to make them 
exact. I oiioe paid 150 crowns for one lens, which 
X sent to the academy of Petersburg ; it has its 
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focus at the distance of 600 feet.* I am convinced 
it was of no great value ; but they wished to have 
it on account of its rarity. 

To be satisfied that the representation of the 
image tf£^/ in Fig, 25 is real, you have only to 
hold at tnat place a piece of white paper, the par- 
ticles of which are susceptible of the different Kinds 
of vibrations on which colours depend. Then all 
the rays from the point E of the object, on meeting 
at the point e, will put the particles of the paper into 
a movement of vibration similar to that which the 
point E has, and consequently you will see the point 
e of the same colour as the point E. In like man- 
ner the points g and/ will have the same colours as 
the points G and F of the object ; and you will like- 
wise see on the paper all the points of the object 
expressed in their natural colours ; which will repre- 
sent the most exact and the most beautiful picture 
of the object. This will succeed perfectly well in a 
dark room, by applying a convex lens to a hole 
made in the shutter. You will then see on a sheet 
of white pap^, placed opposite to the aperture in 
the shutter, all the external objects so exactly 
minted, that you may trace them with a pencil. 
Painters make use of such a machine for designijig 
landscapes and other views.f 

13M August, 1760. 

» 

* The largeM If nset groond by Campuni, of Bologna, hud a fbeal 
length of 100 and ISO feet Httygens presented to the Royal Society 
two leneen, one of which was ISO, and the other 1S3 feet in focal 
length.— ^d. 

t The theory oriight adopted and illustrated by Ealer in the preceding 

Letters, was originally proposed by Huygens in bis Traits de la LumUret 

published in 1600. In this ingenious woric he has shown how all the 

phenomena of reTraction and reflection may be explained and calculated, 

DV Hm hypothesis that light consists of undulations of an ethereal oie- 

ffium ; and he considers it as supported by the phenomena of double n- 

^- flraction. Notwithstanding lbs attempts of Euler to revive this tbeoiy, 

. if fbU into loinl neglect, and was received in no part of Buropv aa a 

Iwvich of sound physics. 

About tike year 1800^ Dr. TbomM Totug Tenturod to fw^tn^in i^ 
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LETTER XU. 

Of Vision^ and the Structure of the Eye, 

I 4M now enabled to explain the phenomena of 
vision, which is undoubtedly one of the greatest 
operations of nature that the human mind can con- 
template. Though we sure very far short of a per- 
fect knowledge of the subject, the little we do know 
of it is more than sufficient to convince us of the 
power and wisdom of the Creator. We discover in 
the structure of the eye perfections which the most 
exalted genius could never have imagined. 

I shall not detain you at present with an anatomi- 
cal description of the eye. It is sufficient to re- 

ftlniMt single-handed, aipUnet the rest of the philosophical world. He 
pointed out its applicability to explain a great yariety or natural pha- 
nomeiia, that could not be refbrred to any general princi|iJe ; and by his 
discovery or the law of interfbrenee, he may be saiti to have established 
the theory of undulations. The singular phenomena of the polarization 
and the double refhiction of light, which were afterward discovered,, 
have snccesttively found vn explanation in the theory of undulations ; 
and w>me of the recent discoveries in that branch of optics may be con- 
sidered as placing it upon the Amiest basis. 

The Newio ian doctrine, of the emanation of luminous particles, wa 
have always regarded as the true one. A partiality for the name of ha 
great founder, the simplicity with which it explains the general pli»> 
nomena, and perhaps a portion of nntional feeling, have conspired to 
give it permanency in this country. The fbrce of truth, however, com- 
pels us 10 acknowledge, thai the theory of undulations is likely to be 
soon adopted by every philosopher who has studitd the vast variety of 
phenomena which it embraces and explains. An account of the Hny- 
genian theory of light will be found in the Edinburgh Encpdoprndk^ 
Art. optica, vol. xv. p. S24.—Ed. 

The theory of undulations appears evidently to have gained ground in 
the philosophioU world since the foregoing note was written. It hat 
been adopted, notwithaia tiding the authority of Newton and the greatsf 
simplicity of his hypotheiiis of emanations, by the most profimnd of the % 
British philosophers ; and on the Continent it is the prevailing theory. \ 
The most learned treatise on light recently published is that of Sir i 
J. P. Ilerschel, in the Kneydoptdui MetropoUtoAm, in which this Uieery \ 
hat rseeived a strong support— c4m. Ed, 
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mark, that 'the exterior mem- p. «« 

brane a A b, Fig. 26, is transpa- J^^gj^xi. 

rent, and is caued the cornea of 
the eye ; behind this, on the in- 
side, is another membrane a' m, 
It' 171, circular and coloured, which 
we call the iris, in the middle of 
which is an aperture m m, called 
the pupil, which appears to us to 
be black. We find behind this aperture, the crystal- 
line humour, b B C a, which is a body somewhat re- 
sembling in form a small burning-glass ; it is per- 
fectly transparent, and is covered with a thin mem- 
brane,'caUea its capsule. Behind the crystalline hu- 
mour the cavity of the eye is filled with a transparent 
jelly, called the vUreous humour. The anterior space 
between the thick coat a Kb and the crystalline a b 
contains a fluid like water, which for that reason is 
called the aqueous humour. 

Here, then, are four transparent substances, 
through which the rays of li^ht that enter into the 
eye must pass: 1, the anterior coat, or cornea; 2, 
tne aqueous humour, between A and B ; 3, the crys- 
talline, bB C a; 4, the vitreous humour. These four 
substances differ as to density ; and the rays pass- 
ing from one to another undergo a particular re- 
fraction ; and they are so arranged, that the rays 
coming from a point of any object are still col- 
lected within the eye in a point, and there present 
an image. 

The bottom of the eye at E G F, or the retina, is 
furnished with a whitish tissue, adapted to the re- 
ception of images : and it is thus, you will please to 
recollect, that the images of objects may be repre- 
sented on a white ground. Conformably to the same 
principle, all the objects whose rays enter into the 
eye are found painted on the retina. Take the eye 
of an ox, and having removed the exterior parts 
which cover the retina, you will see all the objects 
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painted there so exactly that no artist could surpass 
it, or even arrive at such a degree of perfection. 
And in order to see any object whatever, the object 
must always be painted on the retina ; and when, 
unfortunately, any of the parts of the eye are in- 
jured, or lose their transparency, the person becomes 
blind. ^ 

But it is not sufficient, in order to our seeing 6b» ^ 
jects, that their images should be painted on the re- i ; 
tina ; some are blind, though this takes place. Hence \ \ 
we see that images painted on the retina are not, 
after all, the immediate object of vision, and that 
the perception of the soul is communicated some 
other way. The retina is a reticulated contexture 
of nerves the most subtile, communicating with a 
great nerve, which, coming from the brain, enters 
the eye at O, and is denominated the optic nerve. 
These small nerves of the retina are agitated by the 
rays of light which form the image at the bottom of 
the eye ; and this agitation is transmitted by the optic 
nerve to the brain. It is ther e, un doubtedly, that 
mental perceptio n is formed ; but the most dextePous 
anatomist is unable^to pursiie these nerves to their 
source — ^the union of the soul with the body must 
for ever remain a mystery. 

I5th August^ 1760. 



LETTER XLII. 

Contirmation, Wonders discoverable in the Structure 

of the Eye. 

It will not be disagreeable to you, I hope, to con- 
templnte with me, somewhat more attentively, the 
wonders discoverable in the structure of the eye. 

And, first, the pupil presents an object highly 
worthy of admiration. It is that aperture which we 
find in the middle of the iris or star m m, by which 

Vol. I.— 
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tl^e rays pass into the inside of the eye, and which 
appears Wack. The larger it is, the i^r^ater quan- 
tity of rays can enter into the eye, to form on the 
retina the image which appears painted there ; thus 
the more the pupil is opened, the more brilliant this 
image will be. 

On carefully examining the human eye, we ob- 
serve that the aperture of the pupil is sometimes 
greater and sometimes smaller. It is jsrenerally re- 
marked, that the pupil is contracted when exposed 
to a very strong light ; and, on the contrary, very 
much dilated when the light is faint. This variation 
is absolutely necessary to the perfection of vision. 
When we are in a very strong light, the rays being 
more powerful, fewer of them are wanted to agitate 
the nerves of the retina ; the pupil, accordingly, is 
then more contracted. Were it more dilated, and 
consequently admitted more rays, their force would 
agitate the nerves too violently, and occasion pain. 
It is for this reason we are unable to look upon the 
mm without being dazzled, and without experiencing 
a sensible pain in the bottom of the eye. 

Were it possible for us to contract the pupil still 
more, so as to admit only a very small quantity of 
rays, we should not be very greatly incommoded by 
it ; but the contraction of the pupil is not in our own 
power. Eagles possess this advantage, and are able 
to look directly at the sun ; it is accordingly re- 
marked, that their pupil is then so much contracted 
as to appear reduced to a point — a clear light re- 
quiring a very small dilatation of the pupil. In pro- 
portion as the light decreases, the pupil dilates, and 
m the dark it is so enlar.?ed as almost to occupy 
the whole of the iris. If it remained in the same 
state of contraction as in the light, the rays which 
enter into it would be too weak to agitate the nerves 
as much as is necessary to vision ; the rays must, 
therefore, be then admitted in greater abundance* 
in order to produce a sensible effect. 
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Were it in our power to open the pupil still nlore,* 
we should be able to see in a greater degree of dark- 
ness. To this purpose we are told of a person, 
who having received a blow on his eye, the pupil 
was so dilated by it that he could read and distm- 
guish the minutest objects in the dark. Cats, and 
several other animals which roam in the dark, have 
the faculty of enlarging the pupil much more than 
the human species ; and owls have theirs at all timejs 
too much dilated to bear even a moderate degree of 
light. 

Now, when the pupil of the human eye dilates or 
contracts, it is not by an act of the will ; man not 
having the power of dilating or contracting the 
pupil at pleasure. As soon as he enters into a lu- 
minous situation, it spontaneously contracts, and 
dilates on his return to darkness. But this change 
is not produced in an instant; it requires a little 
time for this organ to accommodate itself to circum- 
stances. 

You must, no doubt, have remarked, that as often 
as you make a very sudden transition from arclear 
light to a dark place, as in the theatre> you 'could 
not at first distmguish the company. The ^pupil 
was still too narrow to permit the few feeWe rays 
which it admitted to make a sensible impression; 
but it gradually dilated to receive a sufficiency of 
rays. The contrary happens when you pass sud- 
denly from darkness to a clear light. The pupil 
being then very much expanded, the retina is struck 
in a lively manner, you are quite dazzled, and under 
tiie necessity of shutting your eyes. 

It is then a very remarkable circumstance, that 
the pupil should dilate and contract according as 
vision requires, and that this change should take 



* AUhoash we cannot do this by muscular exertion, yet by puttinf 
drop of the jaice of the Belladonna, or or the Hyoscyamua, upon the e; 
the pupil will dilate itself in an extraordiuary degree, and ratalu User 
that state totontorttoo boars.— ^. 
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place almost 8pK>ntaneou8ly and independently of 
any act of the will. Philosophers who examine the 
structure and the functions of the human body are 
greatly divided in opinion as to this subject; and 
there is little appearance that we shall ever have a 
satisfactory solution of this wonderful phenomenon.* 
The variability of the pupil is, however, an object 
essentially necessary to vision ; and without which 
it would be very imperfect. But various other par- 
ticulars are discoverable, equally entitled to admi- 
ration. 

nth August, 1760. 



LETTER XLin. 

Fiirther Continuation. — Astonishing Difference between 
the Eye of an Animal^ and the Artificial Eye or Ca- 
mera Obscura, 

Tbb principle on which the structure of the eye is 
founded is in general the same as that according to 
which I explamed the representation of objects on 
white paper by means of a convex lens. Both of 
them must be resolved into this, that all the rays, 
proceeding from one point of the object, are again 
collected in a single point by refraction ; and it seems 
of little importance whether this reiraction is per- 
formed by a single lens or by the several transparent 
■ubstances of which the eye is composed. It might 
even be inferred from thence, that a structure more 

;' simple than that of the eye, by employing one single 
transparent substance, would have been productive 
of the same advantages ; which would amount to a 

\ , very powerful objection against the wisdom of the 

*T1m oontTtction and dilatation of tbe iwpil are now genemlly 
mrihad by anatomiata to tlte muacolarity of tlie iria, atimolated flDOM 
or hm iu proportlun to the lif ht whkli fldla oipoo it.— jlm. Ei, 
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Oreator, who has assuredly pursued the simplest 
road in the formation of all his works. 

Persons have not been wanting who, from not 
having attentively examined the advantages result- 
ing from this apparent complication, presumed to 
censure this beautiful production of the Supreme 
Being with a levity worthy of censure. They have 
pretended it was m their power to produce a plan 
more simple for the structure of the eye, because 
they were ignorant of all the functions which that 
organ had to discharge. I shall examine this plan 
of theirs ; and I hope to convince you that it would 
be highly defective, and altogether unworthy of 
being put in competition with that which actually 
exists. 

Such an eye, therefore, would be reduced to a 
simple convex lens, A B C D, Fig, 27, which «• „- 
collects, in a point, all the rays coming from ^ 
one and the same corresponding point in the 
object. 

But this is only near to the truth. The 
spherical form given to the surfaces of a 
lens is liable to this inconvenience, that it 
does not completely coUect in one and the 
same point the rays which pass througli its 
centre ancf those which pass through its ex- 
tremities. There is always a small differ- 
ence, though almost imperceptible, in the 
experiments, by means of which we receive J 
tiie image on a piece of white paper ; but if 
this happened in the eye itself, it would render vision 
very confused. 

llie persons to whom I have been alluding allege, 
that it may be possible to find another fiffure for me 
surfaces of the lens, which shall have the property 
of collecting anew all the rays issuing from the point 
O, in a point R, whether they pass through the 
centre or through the extremities. I admit that 
this may be possible ; but supposing the lens to pos- 

03 
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seas this property with respect to the point 0, at the 
fixed distance C O, it would not possess it at points 
at a greater or less distance from the lens ; or even 
admitting this to be possible, which it is not, the 
lens would most certainly lose that property with 
regard to objects placed on one side, at T, for in- 
stance. Accordingly we see, when objects are re- 
presented on white paper, that though such as are 
directly before the lens, as at 0, may be sufficiently 
veil expressed, yet those which are obliquely situ- 
ated, as at T, are always much disfigured, and very 
confusedly represented : and this is a defect which 
the most ingenious artist is incapable of rectifying. 

But there is another, and one not less considerable. 
In speaking of rays of different colours, I remarked, 
that in passing from one transparent medium to an- 
other, they undergo a different refraction ; that rays 
of a red colour undergo the least refraction, and vio- 
let-coloured rays the greatest. Hence, if the point 
O were red, and if its rays, in passing through the 
lens A B, were collected at the point R, this would 
be the place of the red image. But if the point O 
were violet, the rays would be collected nearer to 
the lens, at V. Again, as white is an assemblage of 
aU the simple colours, a white object placed at 
would form several images at once, situated at dif- 
ferent distances from the point O ; the result of 
which would be, on the retina, a coloured spot that 
would greatly disturb the representation. 

It is accordingly observable, that when in a dark 
room the external objects are represented on white 
paper, they appear bordered with the colours of the 
rambow ; and it is impossible to remedy this defect 
by employing only one transparent body. But it has 
been remarked, that this may be done by means of 
different transparent substances ; but neither theory 
nor practice have hitherto been carried to the degree 
of perfection necessary to the execution of a strae<» 
tore which should remedy all these defects. 
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But the ^ye which the Creator has formed is sub- 

£ict to no one of all the imperfections under which 
e imaginary construction of the freethinker labours. 
In this we discover the true reason why Infinite Wis* 
dom has emfdoyed several transparent substances in 
the formation of the eye ; it is thereby secured 
against all the defects which characterize every 
work of man. What a noble subject of contem* 
l^atibn ! How pertinent that question of the Psalm- 
ist ! He who formed the eye^ shall he not see f and He 
vfho planted the ear^ shall Me not hear t The eye alone 
being a masterpiece that far transcends the human 
understanding, what an exalted idea must we form 
of Him who has bestowed this wonderful gift, and 
that in the highest perfection, not on man only, but 
on the brute creation, nay, on the vilest of insects ! 
I9th August, 17 < 
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LETTER XLIV. 

Perfections discoverable in the Structure of the Eye. 

Thb eye, then, infinitely surpasses every piece of 
mechanism which human skill is capable of pro- 
ducing. The different transparent substances of 
which it is composed have not only a degree of den- 
sity capable of causing different refractions, but their 
aure is likewise determined in such a manner, that 
the rays proceeding from one point of the object 
Are really collected in one and the same point, 
whether that object be more or less distant, whether 
it be situated directly or obliquely with respect to 
the eye, and though its rays undergo different re- 
fractions. 

Were the least change to be made in the nature 
and figure of these substances, the .eye would lose 
all the adfantsAes which we have been admiring. 
The 8trengt)i otour sight is exactly proportioned to 
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the extent of our necessities ; and far from com- 
plaining that objects too remote escape this organ, 
we ou^t, on the contrary, to consider it as one of 
the most precious gifts of the Supreme Being. 

It must be further remarked, that in order to see 

objects distinctly, it is not sufficient that the rays 

which come from one point should be collected in 

another. It is likewise necessary that the point of 

, reunion should fall precisely on the retina ; if it fell 

* either short of or beyond it vision would become 
confused. Now, if for a certain distance of objects 
this point of union fall upon the retina, those of 
more distant objects would fall on a part within the 
eye short of the retina ; and those of nearer objects 

• would fall beyond the eye. In either case there 
would be a confusion in the image painted on the 
retina. 

The eyes of every man, therefore, areconstructed 
for a certain distance. Some persons see distinctly 
only such objects as are very near to their eyes ; we 
call them Myopsy that is, short-sighted. Others, on 
the contrary, named Presbytes, see distinctly objects 
only which are very distant. And those who see 
distinctly objects at a moderate distance are said to 
have good eyes. Both the other two, however, have 
the power of contracting or dilating the globe of the 
eye to a certain degree, and thereby of bringing 
nearer, or of removing, the retina, which enables 
them likewise to see clearly objects a little more or 
less distant ; this, undoubtedly, greatly contributes 
to render the eye more perfect, and it cannot surely 
be ascribed to chance merely. 

Those who have good eyes derive most advantage 
from their structure, as they are thus in a condition 
to see distinctly objects very distant and very near ; 
taut this never exceeds a certain limit. There is, 
ptrhaps, no one who can see distinctly at the dis^ 
tance of an inch, and, consequently, still less at a 
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•mailer distance. If you hold a piece of writing 
dose to your eyes, you will see the characters but 
very confusedly. This is all I presume to offer on 
a subject of such high importance.* 
^\st Aug. 1760. 



LETTER XLV. 

Of Oraviiy, considered as a general Property of Body. 

Hatimo now treated of light,t I proceed to the 
consideration of a property common to all bodies — 
that of gravity. We find that all bodies, solid and 
fluid, fall downward when they are not supported. 

* The wonders of the human eye, no well pointed ont by Euler, are still I 
freater than be coiiceived He was not acquainted with the flirt tbit j 
the eryHaUiru lent diminishes in density fVoin the centre to the circam- t 
ftrence, that it is composed ofsuccessive concentric lamins, and thai eaeh 
of those laminn con8ist8 of minute transpirent fibres, varymg in thick- 
MSB, and arranged with the most beautiftil symmetry in relation to the 
axis of vision. In some of the lower animals the structure of the crya- 
falline lens is more perfectly displayed than in man, and exhibits most 
•irlking phenomena, both in reference to the variations in Mh density and 
the distributioii of its fibres. The complication of its parts in someani- 
mats, and the admirable skill with which they are suited to the various 

Carposea of their existence, exceed all description, and confound all 
Hinan intelligence.— £d. 

t The subject of optics is resumed, by our author in the fid vol.— £tf. 

It Is fiot a difficult thing to study the structure of the eye. by taking 
oBt the eye of an animal recently killed, e. g. a sheep or a bullock, plae- 
ing it oil a siiQcer, and dissecting it eareAilly with a sharp knifb. IIM 
beautiftil flzure and perfbct transparency of the crystalline lens (whidl 
iMy be safely handled), the green lining of the choroid coat seen through 
the Titreous humour, the delicate expansicm of the retina, ilw difltasion 
and rra(iiflcaJion of the blood-vessels, the iris, the pupil, the cornea, and 
(MMiterloriy the optic nerve, which connects the opierations of this woO'- 
derfViI piece of Uivine mechanism with the bram or sensorium, nil be> 
oooM more iropresnve, and render the eye, as Dr. Paley obsetr ves. miffl- ' 
cientof itself to confound the skeptic. "■ « 

It la remarkable that a person may by a little management see Iba 
blood-vesHelB of bis own eye finely displayed, as it were, on a acraeo 
before him. 

Let a lamp or candle be held in one hand, and keeping the eye steadily 
directed forward, move the light up and down, or sideways, on one side 
of the line of vision ; an image of the blood-vessels will in a short time 
present itself, like the picture of a tree or shrub with its trunk and 
orancbea, to the ■taalibment md admiratioii of the obaerver.— dim. JBd* 
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I hold a stone in my hand ; if I let it go, it falls to 
the ground, and would fall still farther were there 
an aperture in the earth. While I write, my paper 
would fall to the ground were it not supported by 
the table. The same law applies to every body 
with which we are acquainted. There is not one 
that would not fall to the ground if it were not (Sup- 
ported, or stopped by the way. 

The cause of this phenomenon, or of this propen- 
sity of all bodies, is denominated gravity. When it 
is said that bodies are heavy, or possess gravity, we 
mean that they have a propensity to fall downward, 
and actually would fall if we remove what before 
supported them. 

The ancients were httle acquainted with this prop- 
erty. They believed that there were bodies v^hich 
h^ naturally a tendency to rise, such as smoke and 
vapours ; and such bodies they termed hght, to dis- 
tinguish them from those which have a tendency to 
fall. But it has been discovered by experiment that 
it is the air whiph raises these substances aloft ; for 
in a space void of air, it is well known, by means 
of the air-pump, that smoke and vapours descend as 
well as stone, and that these substances are, of their 
own nature, heavy, like others. When, therefore, 
they rise into the air, the same law acts upon them 
which acts upon a ,log of wood plunged into the 
water. Notwithstanding its gravity, it springs up 
as soon as you leave it to itself, and swims, because 
it is not so heavy as water ; and in virtue of a gene- 
ral rule, all bodies rise in a fluid of more gravity 
than themselves. 

If you throw a piece of iron^ of copper , of sUver, 
and even of lead, into a vessel full of quicksilver, they 
swim on the surface ; and if you force them down, 
they reascend when left to themselves. Gold alone 
sinKs, because it is heavier than quicksilver.* And 

* narinum is sUU bMYiw.— JLm. EA, 
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since there are bodies which rise in water and in 
other fluids, notwithstanding their gravity, for this 
reason merely, that they are not so heavy as water 
or those other fluids ; it is not at all surprising that 
certain bodies, less weighty than air, such as smoke 
and vapours, should rise in it. 

I have already remarked that air itself possesses 
gravity, and that by means of this gravity it sup- 
ports the mercury in the barometer. When, there- 
fore, it is affirmed that all bodies sire heavy, it is to 
be understood that all bodies, without a single ex- 
ception, would fall downward in a vacuum. I mi^t 
venture to add, that they would fall with an equal 
degree of rapidity ; for a feather and a piece of 
gold descend with equal velocity in an exhausted 
receiver. 

It might be objected to this general property of 
body, that a shell discharged from a mortar does 
not at once fall to the ground, like a stone which I 
let drop from my hand, but mounts into the air. It 
cannot, however, be inferred that the shell has no 
gravity ; for it is evident that the strength of the 
powder hurls the bomb aloft, and but for this, it 
would, without doubt, immediately fall to the ground. 
And we see, in fact, that it does not continue always 
to ascend, but as soon as the force which carries it. 
upward is exhausted, down it comes with a rapidity 
that crushes every thing it meets — a sufficient proof 
of its gravity. 

When, therefore, it is affirmed that all bodies are 
heavy, no one means to deny that they may be 
stopped, or that they may be thrown aloft ; but this 
is enected by an external power ; and it remains in- 
dubitably certain that all bodies whatevei*, as soon 
as left to themselves, at rest or without motion, will 
assuredly fjdl when no longer supported. There is 
a cellar under my apartment, but the floor supports 
me, and preserves me from falling into it. Were 
the floor suddenly to crumble away, and the arch of 
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the cellar to tumble in at the nsmfi time, I must hi- 
fallibly be precipitated into if, beckuse my body is 
heavy, like all other bodies with which we are ac- 
miainted. I say, vfith which we are acquainted^ for 
taere may, perhaps, be bodies destitute of weight ; 
9uch as, possibly, light itself,* the elementary fire, 
the electric fluid, or that of the magnet : or such as 
[^ the bodies of angels which have formerly appeared 
to men. A body like this would, not fall down? 
ward, though the floor were suddenly to be removed 
firom under it, but would move as firmly through the 
air as on the earth. 

Except these bodies, the gravity of which is not 
jet confirmed by experiment, gravity may be con- 
jidered as a general property of all the bodies which 
^ know, in virtue of which they all have a tend- 
ency to fall downward, and actually do so when 
nothing opposes their descent. 

93d August, 1760. 



LETTER XLVI. 

Continuation. Of Specific Gravity. 

You have just seen, that gravity is a general prop- 
erty of all the bodies with which we are acquainted, 
and that it consists in the eflect of an invincible 
force, which presses t hem downward. 
"•PhPtfe'oph ei S TOVew ai n ' tl)' ilispultd , whether there 
actually exists a power which acts in an invisible 
manner upon bodies ; or whether it be an internal 
quality inherent in the very nature of the bodies, 
and, like a natural instinct, constraining them to 
descend. The question amounts to this : 1 f the cause 
of gravity is to be found in the very nature of every 

* Hm antbormtwt here mein die etlier whose motioas, on bis tbeorr* 
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kMly, or if it exists without it, so thatVere this ex- 
trinsic 'power to fyxi in its operation, the body would 
cease to be heavy. Before we attempt a solution of / 
this, it will be necessary to examine more carefully .' 
sdl the circumstances connected with gravity. ! 

I remark, first, that when you support a body to 
prevent its falhng, if it rests on a table, its pr essu re ,. ^ 
IS eq [ Udl to the for c e witl^ whi(^h it would tern td.iailL [- , 

jand ii a ihrB ad liTHffi yfiq fp it^y"^*''^^^^ »t "'^y ^ li 

iluspenaed,T!iie^hres& is stretched by that force ; in 
other words, by the gravity of that body ; so that, if 
the thread were not of a certain strength, it would 
break. We see, then, that all bodies exercise a 
degree of force on the obstacles which support them, 
and prevent their falling ; and that this action is pre^ 
cisely the same as that which would make the body 
descend if it were at liberty. When a stone is laid 
upon a table, the table is pressed by it. You have 
but to put your hand between the stone and the 
table to be sensible of this force, which may be in- 
creased to such a degree as even to crush the hand. 
This force is called the gravity of the body ; and it 
is clear, that the weight or the gravity of every | 
body signifies the same thing, both denoting the i 
force with which that body is pressed downward, [; 
whether this force exists in the body itself, or out > 
of it. ' 

We have an idea too clear of the weight of bodies, 
to make it necessary to dwell longer on the subject. 
I only remark, that when two bodies are joined, to- 
gether, their weight too is added, so that the weight 
of the compound is equal to the sum of the weight 
of the parts. From this we see that the weight 
of bodies may be very different We have also the 
certain means of exactly measuring and comparing 
them, by the help of a balance, which has the prop- 
erly of resting in equilibrium, when the bodies, put 
in its two scales, are of equal gravity. In order to 
make this comparuNm. we agree on some fixed mea- 

VOL. I.— P 
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surement, of a certain determinate weight, such as a 
pound, and, by means of a good balance, all'bodies 
may be weighed, and their gravity ascertained, ac- 
cording to the number of pounds which they contain. 
A body too great to be put into the scale of a balance 
may be divided, and the parts being weighed sepa- 
rately, you have only to add the particulars. The 
weight of a whole house, however large, may be 
thus ascertained. 

You must, no doubt, have frequently remarked, 
that a small piece of gold weighs as much as a piece 
of wood greatly superior in size — a proof that the 
gravity of bodies is not always regulated by their 
magnitude; a very small body may be of great 
weight, while a very large one may be hght. Every 
body, then, is susceptible of two n^easurements, en- 
tirely different from each other. The one deter- 
mines its magnitude or extent, called likewise its 
size; this measurement belongs to the province 
of geometry, which teaches the method of measuring 
the magnitude or extent of bodies. The other mode 
of measurement, by which their weight is deter- 
mined, is totally different, and serves to distinguish 
the nature of the different substances of which bodies 
are formed. 

You can easily conceive several masses of differ- 
ent substances, all of the same magnitude or extent ; 
each, for example, of a cubic figure, whose length, 
breadth and height shall be a foot. Such a mass, 
if it be of gold, would weigh 1330 pounds ; if of 
silver, 770 pounds ; if of iron, 600 pounds ; and if of 
water, only 70 pounds ; were it of air, it would weigh 
no more than the twelfth part of a pound. From 
this you see that the different substances of which 
bodies are composed vary considerably in respect 
of gravity. 

To. express this difference, we employ certain 
terms, which might appear equivocal, if they were 
not perfectly understood. Thus, when it is s«Uly 
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that gold is heavier than silver^ it is not to be under- 
stood that a pound of gold is heavier than a pound 
of silver; for a pound of whatever substance is 
always a pound, and has always precisely the same 
weiff ht ; but the meaning is, that having two masses 
of the same size, the one gold and the other silver, 
the weight of the mass of gold will exceed that of 
the silver. And when it is said that gold is 19 
times heavier than water, we mean, that having two ^ 
^ equal masses, th e one of gold, the other of water, I 
"^"Ihat which is of gold will have 19 times the weight j 
of that which is of water. When we thus express \ 
ourselves, we say nothing of the absolute weight | 
bf bodies, we only speak by way of comparison, I 
and with a reference always to masses of an equal 
size. Neither is it of importance whether the size , 
be great or small, provided they be equal. 
25tth August, 1760. 



LETTER XLVII. 

Terms relative to (rravity, and their true Import. 

Gravity, or weight, seems so essential to the '^ 
nature of bodies, that it is "almost impossible to form 
the idea of a body dive^ed of this quality. Ancr iis 
influence is so universal in all our operations upon "^ 
body, that. we must in every instance pay attention 
to its gravity or weight. As to our own persons, 
whether we stand, sit, or lie, we continually feel 
the effect of the gravity of our own body : we could 
never fall if the body were not, as well as all its, 
parts, endowed with this force. Language itself is j 
regulated according to this property of bodies. The / 
place towards which a body tends in its descent we / 
term low, and the opposite direction from the body ( 
we term high. j 

It must be remarked, that when a body, in fallingj 
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is at perfect liberty, it always descends in a straight 
line, pursuing which, its direction is said to be down- 
wards. This line is likewise called vertical, by which 
term we always mean a straight line, drawn from 
high to low; and if we conceive this line produced 
upward, till it reaches heaven, we call that point in 
the heavens our srent^A— an Arabian word, denoting 
that point in the heavens which is directly over our 
head. You comprehend, then, that a vertical line 
is that straight line in which a body falls, when no 
kmger supported. When you affix a thread to any 
body, holding it fast at the other end, that thread 
will be stretched out into a straight line, and that 
line will be vertical. Masons employ a small cord, 

f^th a leaden ball at one end, which they call a 
fhunmet, to direct the perpendicularity of the walls 
which they raise; for these, to be solid, must be 
vertical. 

All the floors of a house ought to be so level that 
the vertical line shall be perpendicular to them ; the 
floor, in that case, is said to be horizontal ; and you 
will please to remember, that a horizontal plane is 
always that to which the vertical line is perpendicu- 
lar. When you are in a perfect plane, bounded by 
no mountain, its extremities are termed the horizon 
— a Greek word, which signifies the bomidary of 
sight; and this plane then represents a horizontal 
pline, just as the surface of a lake. 

We make use of still another term to express what 
is horizontal. We say that such a surface or line is 
level. We likewise say, that two points are on the 
level, when a straight line passing through these 
two points is horizontal, so that the vertical, or 
plumb-line, shall be perpendicular to it. But two 
points are not on the level when the straight line 
drawn through these points is not horizontal ; for 
then one of them is more elevated than the other. 

This is the case with rivers ; their surface has a 
declivity ; for were it horizontal, the river would be 
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stagnant, and nm down no long'er, whereas all rivers 
are continually flowing towards places less elevated. 
There are instruments by means of which we can 
ascertain whether two points are on the same level, 
or which is the higher, and by how much. This 
instrument is called a level, and the application of it 
is called the art of levelling. 

Were you to drs^w a straight line/ from any point 
in your apartment at Berlin to a given point in your 
apartment at Magdeburg, you might, by means of 
such an instrument, ascertain whether this line were 
horizontal, or whether one of these points were more 
or less elevated than the other. I believe the point 
at Berlin would be more elevated than that at Mag- 
deburg : and I found this opinion on the course of 
the rivers Spr6e, Havel, and Elbe. As the Spr^e 
runs into the Havel, it must of course be higher ; 
and, for the same reason, the Elbe must be lower 
than the Havel : Berlin therefore stands higher than 
Magdeburg, provided you compare two points at an 
equal degree of elevation from the ground; for, 
were a straight line to be drawn from the street 
pavement at Berlin to the pinnacle over the dome 
at Magdeburg, that line would perhaps be hori- 
zontal. 

Hence you see how useful the, art of taking levels 
is, when the conducting of water is concerned. For 
as water can run only from a more to a less elevated 
situation, before digging a canal you must be well 
assured that one of the extremities is more elevated 
than the other, and this is discovered by taking the 
level. 

In building a city, the streets should be so dis- 
posed, as that, by means of a declivity on one side, 
the water may run off. It is otherwise in the con- 
struction of houses, the floors of which should be 
perfectly horizontal, and without the smallest decliv- 
ityi because there is no water to be discharged, ex- 
cept in the floors of stables, which ar«f constructed 

P2 
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with a gentle declivity. Astronomers take great 
pains to have the floors of their observatories per- 
fectlv level, to correspond with the real horizon in 
the heavens. The vertical line, produced upward, 
marks the zenith. 
^th August, 1760. 



LETTER XLVIII. 

Rsfiy to certain Objectums to the EartKi Spherical 
Figure, derived from Gravity, 

You know well, that the figure of the earth is 
nearly that of a globe. It has, indeed, been demon- 
strated, that its form is not perfectly spherical, but 
somewhat flattened towards the poles. The differ- 
ence, however, is so trifling, that it does not at all 
affect the ol^ect I have in view. Neither does the 
difference of mountain and valley excite any solid 
objection to its globular figure; for its diameter 
bemg 7912 English miles, the highest mountains 
being about five English miles in height, sink into 
nothing, compared to this prodigious mass. 

The ancients had a very imperfect notion of the 
real figure of the earth. It was in general consid- 
ered as a huge massy substance, jvo- 39 
A B C D, J't^. 28, flattened above 
at A B, and covered partly with 
earth, partly with water. Ac- 
cording to their idea, the surface 
A B alone was habitable ; and it was impossible to 
go beyond the points A and B, wliich they consid- 
ered as the extremities of the world. When, in the 
progress of discovery, it was found that the earth 
was nearly spherical, slnd universally habitable, so 
that there were upon the globe spots diametrically 
oj^site to us, the inhabitants of which are tiiere- 
fore ealted oiur €9aip9du^ because their feet are 
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turned directly towards ours— this oi»nion met with 
snch violent contradiction, that certain fathers of 
the church representexl it as a dreadful heresy, and 
thundered out anathemas against all who believed in 
the existence of the antipodes. A man, however, 
would now pass for an idiot who would call it in 
Question ; especially since the opinion has been con- 
nrmed by the experience of navigators, who have 
frequently sailed round the globe. But another dif- 
ficulty here presents itself, the solution of which 
must assist us in discovering the real direction of 
gravity. 

If the circle A B, Fig, 39, say they, -p^ ^ 
represent the earth, and we are at A, '^'^' 
our antipodes will be diametrically op- 
posite at B. As we, then, have the head 
iipward,and the feet downward, our an- 
tipodes mudt have the feet upward and 
the head downward, supposing these 
words to indicate the same direction 
as when we pronounce the same 
words at the place where we are. 
For navigators who have made the 
circuit of the globe, observe, that their head and 
feet had throughout maintained the same position 
relatively to the surface of the terrestrial globe. 

Some persons, whom this phenomenon emb»w 
rassed, formerly thought of explaining it, by the com- 
parison of a globe, over the surface of which you 
see flies and other insects crawl on the under as 
well as the upper part. But they did not conuder 
that the insects on the dependent surfiace adhere to 
it by their claws, and without this assistance would 

gresently fall off. The antipode, then, must have 
is shoes famished with hooks to hold him fast to ib» 
surface of the earth ; but though he has none» he 
does not fall, any more than we do. Besides, as we inar 
agine ourselves to be on the uppermost sur&ce of the 
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earth, the antipode has the same idea of his sitna- 
tton, and considers us as undermost. 

But the whole phenomena are easily accounted 
for on the hypothesis which experience has demon- 
strated, that the direction of gravity is sensibly per- 
pendicular to the surface of the earth, at eveiy point 
of that surface ; that it varies at these different 
points ; aiid that at those which are antipodes to 
each other it must be exactly opposite. The terms 
njnoard and downward, therefore, do not express an 
invariable direction, but the direction of gravity, 
wherever it is. Our antipodes have their heads 
downward only with relation to us, but not with rela- 
tion to themselves ; they, as well as we, are in the 
position which the power of gravity constrains them 
to preserve ; and that position is similar, relatively 
to the surface of the earth. You had, undoubtedly, 
no need of this explanation ; but there was a time, 
and it is not long elapsed, when it would have been 
necessary even to persons who were then honoured 
with Uie appellation of the learned* 

88M August, 1760. 



LETTER XLIX. 

T^me IfirecHon and Action of Gravity relatively to the 

Earth. 

Though the surface of thie.^arth is unequal, be- 
cause of the mountains and vdleys which overspneiad' 
it, it is, however, perfectly level wherever there is 
fiea ; the surface of water being always .horizpn^ 
and the vertical line, in the direction of wjuch bodies 
fall, being perpendicular to it. If, then^ the whol0 
globe were covered with water, at whatever apot 
x4 the surface a person was, the vertical^ Uiie. wc^ 
\m perpendicular to the surface of the water.. ..V'. 
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Thus, the figure ABGDEFGHI, J%. 30, rep. 

resenting the earth, its sur- j^^.^ 30^ 

fece being everywhere hori- 
zontal ; at A the line a A 
will be vertical; at B the 
line bB; at G the line c G ; 
at D the line </ D; at F the 
line / F ; and so of the rest. 
Now, at every place the ver- 
tical line determines what 
is to be denominated upward 
or downward ; to persons at 
A , then, the point A is down- 
ward, and the point a up- 
ward ; and to persons at F, the point F will be down- 
ward, and the point/ upward, and so for every ol^er 
spot on the surface of the esurth. All these vertical 
lines a A, ^ B, c G, (i D, &c. are likewise named the 
directions of gravity, or weight, because bodies uni* 
versally descend in the direction of these lines ; thua^ 
a body left to itself at g would fall in the directioii 
of the Une g G. Hence it is evident, that bodies 
universally must fall towards the earth, and that per- 
pendicularly to the surface of the earth, or rather ol 
the water, if it were water. 

At whatever place of the earth, therefore, you 
may happen to be, as bodies fall there towards its 
surface, we call downward that wMch is directed Uh 
wards the earth, or is nearest to it ; and upward what 
is placed in the opposite direction, or is farthest 
from the earth : and, universally* wen having their 
feet pressed: to the earth, their feet wiH-be down- 
ward and IliMr he^ upwiupd: If the earth were a 
perfect globe, all the vertical lines a A, ^ B, « Ct 
being produced inwardly, wtould me^ at the centre 
of the globe, which is likewise that of the earth ; and 
for this reason we say that bodies universally tend 
towards the centre of the earth. Thus, wherever 
you are placed, when adced, what is downward! 
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Fig. 31. 



the answer must be, what approaches nearest to the 
centre of the earth. In fact, were you to dig a 
hole in the earth, at whatever place, and to continue 
your labour incessantly, digging always downward 
and downward perpendicularly, you would at length 
reach the centre of the earth. You will remember 
how Voltaire used to laugh at the idea of a hole 
reaching to the centre of the earth, mentioned by 
Maupertuis, It is true, such a project could never 
be executed, as it would be necessary to dig to the 
depth of 3956 English miles ; but there is no harm 
in supposing it, in order to discover what would be 
the result. 

Let us suppose, then, such a 
hole, Fig. 31, to be dug at A, 
and continued beyond the cen- 
tre of the earth O, the whole 
length of the diameter, as far as 
to our antipodes B, and that we 
were to descend along this aper- 
ture. Before arriving at the 
centre O, and having reached, 
for example, the point E, the 
centre of the earth O will there 
appear downward, and the point 
A upward ; and, unless something supported us, we 
should fall towards O. But having passed beyond 
the centre, to F, for example, our gravity would then 
have a tendency towards O ; this point, and much 
more the point A, would appear downward, and the 
point B upward. Thus the terms upward and down- 
ward would suddenly change^ their signification, 
though we should have passed from A to B, in the 
direction of a straight line. 

As long as we are on the passage from A to O, we 
are descending ; but in going from O to B, we are 
actually rising, for we are removing from the centre 
of the earth— our own gravity being always directed 
towards that point ; so that, if we were to fall, whe^ 
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tlwrfrom E or from F, we should always fall to- 
wards the centre of the earth. Our antipode at B, 
if he wanted to pass from B to A, woidd be in pre- 
cisely the same situation. From B to the centre 
he would have to descend ; but from O to A it would 
be all an ascent. These considerations lead us thus 
to define gravity or weight : It i§ a power by which 
all bodies are forced towards the centre of the earth. 
The same body which, being at A, is forced in Uie 
direction A O, if transported to B, will bd forced, by 
the power of ^avity, in the direction B O, which is 
directly opposite to the other. By the direction of 
gravity, then, we everywhere regulate the sigmfica- 
tion.of the terms upward and doumward, rise and cfe- 
scend, as gravity or weight has a very essential in- 
fluence on all our operations and enterprises, and as 
even our own bodies are animated by it to such a 
degree as universally to feel its effects. 
d9M August, 1760. 



LETTER L. 

Different Action of Gravity with respect to certain 
Countries and Distances from the Ventre of the Earth. 

You are now sensible that all bodies are forced 
directly towards the centre of the earth, and per- 
pendicularly to its surface, by their gravity: ^ 
pfrpendicular lines at the surface of our globe are 
accordingly considered as the directions of the power 

of gravity. ♦^-Utte " / 

With strict propriety is the term power applied to | 
gravity, as every thing capable of putting, a body in '> 
motion is expressed by that name. Thus we ascribe \ 
power to .horses, because they are able to draw J ^ 
along a chariot ; or to the curr^nt of a river, or to 
^e wind, becsune by t)ieir means mills may be put 
in iQQtion. Ttor^ ci^ be no doi;d>t, therefore, tnal 
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gravity is a power, as it forces bodies downward : 
and we are abundantly sensible of the effect of this 
power, by the pressure which we feel when we carry 
a load. 
Now, fai every power two tfainffs are to Izfi.con- 
"ISdered : flrst^ the teectl ftii m wtich .it acts or forces 
— al0lif~5Q(3m; an? seco^Iy,' Us 'Quantity, which is 
""Wtlitaated b^the effect it produces. As to the direc- 
tion of gravity, it is sufficiently known ; for we are 
sure that it forces all bodies towards the centre of 
the earth, or, which amounts to the same thinj^, that 
It acts perpendicularly to the surface of our globe. 

It remains, therefore, that we examine its quan- 
tity. This power is always determined by the weight 
of every body ; and as bodies differ greatly with re- 
spect to weight, those which are heaviest are like- 
wise forced down with the greatest violence. It 
has been asked, Whether the same body, transported 
to a different place of the fflobe, preserves always 
the same weight 1 I spea^ of bodies which lose 
nothing by evaporation. It has been demonstrated 
by undoubted experiments that the same body weighs 
somewhat less towards the equator than towards 
the poles of the earth. 

It will readily occur to you that it is impossible to 
ascertain this difference by the exactest balance, be- 
cause the standard weights emp}'>yed for determin- 
ing the weight of matter in bodies u.rdergo the same 
▼ariation. Thus, a mass which with us might weieh 
100 pounds, being transported to the equator, woi]^ 
still nominally be 100 pounds weight, but the effoirt 
will be somewhat less than here. This variation 
kas been discovered by the effect itself of the 
power of gravity, which is the velocity of the de- 
scent ; for it is found that the same body under thb 
equator does not descend with so great velocity as 
ill high latitudes. It is certain, therefore, that the 
ssiae body, being transported to different places of 
tlissartl^ wdergoes a little change as to weight. 
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Let us now return to the aperture made in the 
earth through its centre ; it is clear that a body at 
the very centre must entirely lose its gravity, as- it 
could no longer move in any direction whatever, all 
those of gravity tending continually towards the 
centre of the earth. Since, then, a body has no 
longer gravity at the centre of the earth, it will foL- 
low, that in descending to this centre its gravity will 
be gradually diminished ; and we accordingly con- 
clude that a body penetrating into the bowels of the 
earth loses its gravity, in proportion as it approaches 
the centre. You must be sensible, then, that neither 
the intensity nor the direction of gravity is a con- 
sequence from the nature of everybody, as not only 
its intensity is variable, but likewise its direction, 
which, on passing to the antipodes, becomes quite 
contrary. 

Having travelled in idea to the centre of the earfli, 
let us return to its surface, and ascend to the sum-/^ 
mit of the loftiest mountains. We shall observe ^ 
there no sensible change in the gravity of bodi^, 
though there is very go<^ reason to believe that the 
weight of a body diminishes in proportion as it re- 
moves from the earth. You have but to imagine a 
body gradually removing from our globe, till it 
reached the sun, or one of the fixed stars, — ^it would 
be ridiculous to think that such a body must faU 
back to the earth, as it is almost a nothing compared 
to these stars. Hence, then, it may be concluded 
that a body in removing from the earth must un- 
dergo a diminution of gravity, which will become 
smdler and smaller, till at last it wholly disappear.^ 

There are reasons, however, which demonstrate 
that a body removed to the distance of the moon 
will still have some weight, though 3600 times less 
than it had on the earth. Let us conceive such a 
body to weigh 3600 pojmds on the earth, no one, 
surely, is capable of supporting it here ; but convey 
it to the distaace of the moon, and I shall engage to 
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support it with one of my fingers, for then it will 
weigh only one pound; and if farther removed 
it would weigh still less. We are certain, there- 
fore, that gravity is a power which forces all bodies 
towanlB the centre of the earth, that this power acts 
with the greatest force at the surface of the earth, 
and is diminished in proportion as it removes from 
thence, whether by penetrating towards the centre 
or rising above the surface of the globe. I have 
still much to say on this subject. 
30th August, 1760, 



LETTER LI. 

Gravity of the Moon. 

I HAVE said that a terrestrial body placed at the 
distance of the moon would be reduced to the 3600th 
part of its weight, or, in other words, would be forced 
towards the centre of the earth with a power 3600 
times less than it has gt the surface of the globe. 
This power, however, would be sufficient to make it 
descend to the earth, if it were no longer supported. 
It is true we are incapable of proving this by any ex- 
periment, as no means exist of raising ourselves to 
such a height. There is, however, a body at that 
height — the moon : she must therefore be subject 
to this effect ofgravity, and yet we see slje does not 
fall to the earth. 

To this I answer, that if the moon were at rest, 
rfie would certainly fall ; but the rapid motion which 
carries her along prevents her from falling. There 
are experiments which prove the solidity of this an- 
swer. A stone dropped from the hand, without hav- 
ing any motion impressed upon it, falls immediately 
in the direction of a straight vertical line ; but if you 
throw this stone, impressing on it a motion which 
forces it out of that direction, it does not fall iom^ 
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diately downward, but moves in a curve line before 
it reaches the earth; and this will appear more 
sensibly in proportion to the velocity impressed 
upon it. 

A caimon-ball discharged in a horizontal direction 
does not come to the earth till it hasj^ot to a con- 
siderable distance ; and were it fired from the top 
of a high mountain, it might perhaps fiy severu 
miles before it reached the ground. If the direction 
of the cannon is farther elevated, and the quantity 
and strength of the powder increased, the ball will 
be carried much farther. This might be carried so 
far that the ball should not light till it had reached 
the antipodes : nay, farther still, till it should not 
fall at all, but return to th^ place where it was shot 
off; and thus perform a nejw tour round the globe. 
It would thus be a little moon, making its revolu- 
tions round the earth, like the real moon. 

You will now please to re:flect on the height of 
' the moon, and the prodigious velocity with which 
i^he moves, and you will no longer be surpnsed that 
she should not fall to the earth, though forced by 
gravity towards its centre. There is another re- 
lection which will place this in a clearer light. We 
have only to consider the path described by a stone 
thrown, or a cannon-ball shot off, in an oblique ' di- 
rection. It is alwayjs a curve, such as represented 
in the annexed figure. 

Fi^. 32. 
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Let A be the summit of a mountain from which 
the cannon-baU is fired off, which, after having moved 
in the direction A E F B, falls to the ground at B ; 
and the path which it describes is a curve line. I 
remark, theni, that if the ball were not heavy, that 
is, if it were not forced towards the earth by the 
power of gravity, it would not fall, though left to 
itself, as gravity is the only cause of its descent ; 
much less, being fired off at A, as represented in the 
figure, would it ever fall to the ground. Hence we 
«ee it is gravity that brings it down to the groimd, 
after having described the curve A E F B ; gravity, 
therefore, directs its path in the curve A E F B ; and 
if it were destitute of gravity, the ball would not 
^teflcribe a curve, but proceed forward in the direc- 
tion of the straight line A C, the direction in which 
it was fired offl 

This being laid down, let us attend to the moon, 
which assuredly does not move in a straight line ; 
-her path must of necessity be a curve, as she always 
preserves nearly the same distance from us, and that 
curve almost a circle, such as you would describe 
round the earth, with a radius equal to the moon's 
distance. 

It is very reasonable to demand, why the moon 
does not move in a straight line. But the answer 
is obvious ; for as gravity occasions the curved direc- 
tion of the path pursued by a stone thrown, or a 
csumon-ball fired off, there is good ground for main- 
taining, that gravity acts likewise upon the moon, 
forcing her towards the earth ; and that this gravity 
occasions also the curved difection of her orbit. 
The moon, then, has a certain weight — slie is, of 
consequence, forced towards the earth; but this 
weight is 3600 times less than it would be at the 
surface of the earth. This is not merely a probable 
conjecture, but a truth demonstrated. For this 
gravity being supposed, we are enabled to determine, 
ou the most established mathematical principles, the 
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path which the moon must pursue ; and this is found 
perfectly to agree with that in which she actually 
does move ; and this is a complete demonstration of 
the truth of the assertion. 
Ut September, 1760. 



LETTER Lll. 

Discovery of Universal Gravitation by Newton, 

Gravity, then, or weight, is a property of all ter- 
restrial bodies, and it extends likewise to the moon. 
It is in virtue of gravity that the moon presses to- 
wards the earth ; and gravity regulates her motion 
just as it directs that of a stone thrown, or of a can- 
non-ball fired off. 

To Newton we are indebted for this important dis- 
covery. This great EngJ ish philosopher and geome- 
trician happening one day to be lying under an 
Bpple-tree, an apple fell upon his head, and suggested 
to him a multitude of reflections. He readily con- 
ceived that gravity was the cause of the apple's 
falling, by overcoming the force which attached it 
to the branch. Any person whatever might have 
made the same reflection ; but the English philoso- 
pher pursued it much further. Would this force 
nave always acted upon the apple, had the tree been a 
great deal higher 1 He could entertain no doubt of it. 

But had the height been equal to that of the 
moon 1 Here he found himself at a loss to deter- 
cnine whether the apple would fall or not. In case it 
«hould fall, which appeared to hira, however, highly 
probable, since it is impossible to conceive a bound 
to the height of the tree at which it would. cease to 
fall, it must still have a certain degree of gravity 
forcing it towards the earth ; therefore, if the moon 
•were at the same place, she must be pressed towards 
ithe earth by a power similar to t^at which wi>uid 
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act upon the apple. Nevertheless, as the moon did 
not fall on his head, he conjectured that motion might 
be the cause of this, just as a bomb frequently fes 
over us without falling vertically. 

This comparison of the motion of the moon to 
that of a bomb, determined him attentively to ex- 
amine this question ; and, aided by the most subUme 
geometry, he discovered that the moon in her mo- 
tion was subject to the same laws which regulate 
that of a bomb, and that if it were possible to hurl 
a bomb to the height of the moon, and with the same 
velocity, the bomb would have the same motion as 
the moon, with this difference only, that the gravity 
of the bomb at such a.distance from the earth would 
be much less than at its surface. 

You will see, from this detail, that the first reason- 
ings of the philosopher on this subject were very 
simple, and scarcely differed from those of the clown ; 
but lie soon pushed them far beyond the level of the 
clown. It is, then, a very remarkable property of 
the earth, that not only all bodies near it, but those 
also which are remote, even as far as to the distance 
of the moon, have a tendency towards the centre of 
the earth, in virtue of a power which is called grav- 
ity, and which diminishes in proportion as bodies 
remove from the earth. 

The English philosopher did not stop here. As 
he knew that the other planets are perfectly similar 
to the earth, he concluded, that bodies adjacent to 
each planet possess gravity, and that the direction 
of this gravity is towards the centre of the planet. 
This gravity might be greater or less there than on 
the earth ; m other words, that a body of a certain 
weight with us, transported to the surface of any 
planet, might there weigh more or less. 

Finally, this power of gravity of each planet ex- 
tends likewise to great distances around them ; and 
as we see that Jupiter has four satellites, and Saturn 
^ve^ which mo?e round them just as the moon does 
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Found the earth, it could not be doubted that the 
motion of the satellites of Jupiter was regulated by 
their gravity towards the centre of that planet, and 
that of the satellites of Saturn by their gravitation 
towards the centre of Saturn. Thus, in the same 
manner as the moon moves round the earth, and 
their respective satellites move round Jupiter and . 
Saturn, all the planets themselves move round the 
sun. Hence Newton drew this illustrious and im- 
portant conclusion : That the sun is endowed with a 
similar property of attracting all bodies towards its 
centre, by a power which may be called solar gravity. 

This power extends to a prodigious mstance 
around him, and far bejrond all the planets : for it 
is this power which modifies all their motions. The 
same ^eat philosbpher discovered the means of de- 
termimng the motion of bodies from the knowledge 
of the power by which they are attracted to a cen- 
tre; and as he had discovered the powers which act 
upon the planets, hie was enabled to give an accurate 
description of their motion. In truth, before he 1 
arose the world was in a state of profoimd ignorance 1 
respecting the motion of the heavenly bodies ; and \ 
to him alone we are indebted for £dl the light wMch J 
we now enjoy in the science of astronomy. J^ 

^It is astonishing to think how much of their pro- j 
gress all the sciences owe to an original idea so very 
simple. Had not Newton accidentaUy been l3ring in 
an orchard, and had not that apple by chance fallen 
on his head, we might perhaps still have been in the 
same state of ignorance respecting the motions of 
the heavenly bodies, and a multitude of other phe- \ 
nomena depending upon them. Th^s subject un- 
doubtedly is altogether worthy of your attention, | 
and shaU therefore be resumed in a future Letter.* 

3d September, 1760. 



* Too much i« donbtleis aaciibed here to the fiiUing of the apple 
To a mind like Newton'a, the lawe of gravitation woaid have been 
dedaoed from eonsideratioM siiggeeted by the geseral irtMaomena of 
iUling bodiee.— ilm. Ed. 
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LETTER LIII. 

Continuation, Of the Mutual Attraction of the 

Heaverdy Bodies. 

Thb Newtonian System, you will easily believe, 
made at first a great noise, and with good reason, as 
no one had hitherto hit upon a discovery so very 
fortunate, and which diffused at once such clear light 
over every branch of science. It has been ex- 
pressed by several names, of which it is proper you 
should be informed, because it is frequently the sub- 
ject of conversation. 
It has been denominated the system of universal 
■ gravitation; for Newton maintained, that not only 
' the earth, but all the heavenly bodies in general, are 
endowed 'with this property— of attracting those 
which surround them with a power similar to that 
of weight or gravity; hence is derived the terra 
gravitation. This power is, however, totally in- 
visible ; for we see nothing acting upon bodies, and 
pressing them towards the earth, and still less to- 
wards the heavenly bodies. 
- The loadstone, by which iron and steel are at- 
\ tracted without our being able to discern the cause, 
I presents a phenomenon somewhat jsimilar. Though 
L it be now certain that this is produced by a substance 
extremely subtile, which penetrates through the 
pores of the loadstone and of the iron, it may, how- 
ever, be affirmed, that the loadstone attracts iron, 
and that iron is attracted by it, provided this manner 
of speaking does not exclude the true cause. It 
may likewise be affirmed, then, that the earth at- 
tracts all bodies that are near it ; nay, those which 
are at v^ry great distances : and we may consider 
the weight or jgravity of bodies ^a the effect of tha 
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attraction of the earth, which acts even upon the 
moon. 

Again, the sun and all the planets are endowed 
with a similar power of attraction, which extends to 
all bodies. In conformity to this mamier of speak- 
ing, we say that the sun attracts the planets, and 
that Jupiter and Saturn attract their respective jsatel- 
lites ; hence NewtorCs system has likewise been de- j 
nominated the system of attraction. As there can j 
be no doubt that bodies very near the moon must -^ 
likewise be pressed to it by a power similar to grav- 
ity, it may likewise be affirmed, that the moon too 
attracts adjoining bodies. 

It was natural to suppose; that tlus attraction of 
the moon should extend as far as the earth, though 
it must be undoubtedly very feeble, as we have seen 
that of the earth upon the moon to be ; now the 
same philosopher has placed this also beyond the 
reach of doubt, by demonstrating, that the flux and 
reflux of the waters of the sea, of which I shall 
take occasion to speak afterward, are caused by the 
attraction of the moon. It canno longer be doubted, 
therefore, that Jupiter and Saturn are reciprocally 
attracted by their respective sateltites; and that 
the sun itself is subject to the attraction of the 
planets, though this attractive power be exceedingly 
small. 

This is the origin of the system of universal at- 
traction, in which it is maintained, and with good 
reason, that not only does the sun attract the planets, 
but is reciprocally attracted by each of them ; nay, 
that all the planets exert their attractive power upon 
each other. The earth, then, is attracted, not only 
by the sun, but also by all the other planets, though 
their power be. almost imperceptible compared to 
that of the sun. 

You will easily comprehend, that the motion of a 
planet, which is attracted, not only by the sun, but 
by the other planets, in however small a degree, 
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must be somewhat different from what it would have 
been were it attracted by the sun only; and that 
consequently the attractions of the other planets 
must cause some small derangement of that motion. 
Now these derangements are likewise confirmed by 
experience ; and this has carried the system of uni- 
versal attraction to the highest possible degree of 
certainty, so that no one now presumes to dispute 
its truth. 

I must likewise remark, that comets too are sub- 
ject to this law ; that they are principally attracted 
by the sun, whose action regulates their motion ; but 
tnat they likewise feel the attractive power of all 
the planets, especially when they are not very dis- 
tant from them. It is a general rule, as we shall see 
afterward, that the attraction of all the heavenly 
bodies diminishes in proportion to the distance, 
and increases in proportion to the nearness. Now 
comets likewise are endowed with a power by which 
other bodies are attracted towards them, and so 
much the more sensibly as they approach nearer. 
When, therefore, a comet passes somewhat more 
closely to a planet, it may derange the motion of 
that planet by its attractive power ; and its own will 
likewise be disturbed by that of the planet. These 
consequences are verified by real observation. 

Examples might be adduced to prove that the 
motion of a comet has been deranged by the attrac- 
tion of the planets near which it happened to pass ; 
and that the motion of the earth, ana of the other 
planets, has already undergone some derangement 
from the attraction of comets. 

The ifixed stars, being bodies similar to the sun, 
are likewise endowed, no doubt, with an attractive 
power; but their enormous distance prevents our 
feeling any sensible effect from it. 

bth September, 1760. 
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LETTER LIV. 



Different Sentiments of Philosophers respecting Uni- 
versal Gravitation. The Attractionists. 

It is established, then, by reasons which cannot 
be controverted, that a universal gravitation per- 
vades all the heavenly bodies, by which they are 
attracted towards each other ; and that this power is 
gnreater in proportion to their proximity. 

This fact is incontestable ; but it has^^een m^e a 
question, whether we ought to give it the name of 
impulsion or attraction. The name undoubtedly is a 
matter of indiffercn.ce, as the effect is the same. 
The astronomer, accordingly, attentive only to the 
effect of this power, gives himself little trouble to 
determine whether the heavenly bodies are impelled 
towards each other, or whether they mutually at- 
tract one another; and the person who examines 
the phenomena only is unconcerned whether the 
earth attracts bodies, or whether they are impelled 
towards it by some invisible cause. 

But in attempting to dive into the mysteries of 
nature, it is of importance to know if the heavenly 
bodies act upon each other by impulsion, or by 
attraction ; if a certain subtile invisible matter impels 
them towards each other ; or if they are endowed 
with a secret or occult quality, by which they are 
mutually attracted. On this question philosophers 1 
are divided. Some are of opinion, that this phe- I 
nomenon is analogous to an impulsion ; others main- < 
tain, with Newton^ and the English in general, that ■ 
it consists in attraction. 

It must be observed, that the terms attract and 
draw are not perfectly synonymous ; that accord- 
ingly it is not to be supposed there is an intermedi- 
ate body between the sun and the earth. 






; 192 ilNTDIBNTS RS8P£OTINO GRATITATIOlf. 

^ The English, and those who have adopted the same 
opinion, explain it in this manner : They maintain, 
that the oaality of mutual attraction is proper to all 
bodies ; Uiat it is as natural to them as magnitude ; 
and that it is a satisfying solution of the question, 
that tiie Creator wiUed this mutual attraction of 
"^ bodies. Had there been but two bodies in the uni- 
verse, however remote from each other, they would 
have had from the first a tendency towards each 
other, by means of which they woidd have in time^^ 
: ^ approached and united. Hence it follows, that the / 
I "^ greater a body is, the more considerable is the at-' 
''^* traction which, it exerts upon others; for as thi 
i quality is essential to matter, the more of it an 
'' * body contains, the greater is its attractive force. 
: J As the sun, therefore, considerably surpasses all 
the planets in magnitude, its attractive force must 
be much greater than theirs. They likewise remark, 
that the mass of Jupiter being much greater than 
that of the earth, the attractive force which he ex- 
ercises over his satellites is much more powerful 
than that with which the earth acts upon the moon. 
According to this system, the gravity of bodies on 
the earth is the result of all the attractions exercised 
upon them by the particles of our globe ; and if it 
contained more matter than it actually does, its 
attraction would become more powerful, and the 
gravity of bodies would be increased. But if, on the 
contrary, the mass of the earth should happen by 
some accident to be diminished, its attractive force 
too would be diminished, as well as the gravity of 
bodies at its surface. 

• It has been objected to these philosophers, that, 

on their hypothesis, any two bodies whatever at rest, 

for instance, on a table, must attract each other, and 

consequently approach. They admit the conse- 

. quence ; but they insist, that in this case the attrac- 

I tion would be too small to produce any sensible 

; effect ; for if the whole mass of the earth, by its 
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attractive force, produces in every body only that 
effect which we perceive in the weight of a body, a 
mass many millions of times smaller than the earth 
will produce an effect as many times smaller. 

It must readily be admitted, that if the weight of a 
body became many millions of times less, the effect 
of gravity upon it must be reduced to almost nothing : 
attraction, therefore, cannot be perceptible, except 
in bodies of veiy great magnitude. The partisans 
of the system ojf gravitation, therefore, are not vul- 
nerable on this side ; and they produce in support of 
their opinion an experiment made in Peru by the 
French academicians,* in which thejr perceived the 
effect of a slight attraction of a prodigious mountain 
on adjacent iKtdies. In adopting, therefore, the tsyts-. 
tern of attraction, we need be limler no apprehension 
of its leading us to false consequences; and it has 
hitherto been always confirmed by the new fs^cts 
which have been discovered. 

7th September, 1760. 



LETTER LV. 

• 

Power hy which the Heavenly Bodies are mutually 

attracted. 

You are well acquainted with the property of the 
loadstone, that of attracting irOn. You have seen 
small bits of iron and steel, such as needles, when 
placed near the loadstone, move to it with a force 
proportioned to their proximity. As you see no- 
thing that impels them towards the loadstone, we 
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* Dr. Mulelyne has more recently fbnnd, tbat a deviation <^5".8 
produced by the attraction of the mountain called SchehalUeni in Scotland, 
the doable eflfeet being about 11". 6, Mr. Cavendisb also succeeded in 
measuring the mutual attraction of balls of lead, by means of an appa- 
ratus finr that purpose. Hence, it was t'bund that the mean density of the 
earth was abou|«M times that of too/cr.— Ed, 

Vol. I.— R 
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say that the loadstone attracts them, and this phe- 
nomenon we call attraction. It cannotbe doubted, 
however, that there is a very subtu e, tnou^h' in visi- 
ble matter, which produces this -effect by actuary 
impelling* the iron towards the loadstone ; but as 
modes of expression are regulated by appearances, 
it has become customary to say that the loadstone 
attracts iron. 

. Though this phenomenon be peculiar to the load- 
stone and iron, it is perfectly adapted to convey an 
idea of the signification of the word attraction, which 
philosophers so frequently employ. They allege, 
then, that all bodies, in general, are endowed with a 
property similar to that of the loadstone, and that 
they all- mutually attract ; but that this effect does 
not become perceptible unless they are very great, 
and cannot be perceived when they are small. 

However great, for example, a stone may be, it 
exercises no sensible attraction on other bodies ad- 
jacent to it, because its power is too small. But if 
Its mass were to increase, and to become many 
thousands of times greater, its effect would at length 
become perceptible. It has already been remarked, 
that, from actual observation, it was found that a 
lofty mountain in Peru had produced attraction, 
though indeed in a very small degree. A mountam 
still greater would produce, therefore, a more sensi- 
ble attraction ; and a body much greater, such as the 
whole globe, would attract others with a force pro- 
portionably greater ; and this force would be pre- 
cisely the gravity with which we see that they are 
actually impelled -towards the earth. 

According to this system, then, the gravity which 
obliges all bodies to descend is nothing else but the 
residt of the attraction of the whole mass of the 
earth. If this mass were greater or less, the gravity 
or weight of bodies would be proportionably greater 
or less. Hence it follows, that all the other great 
bodies in the universe, as the sun, the planets, and 
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the moon, are endowed with a similar attractiye 
power ; but greater or less in proportion as they 
themselves are so. 

As the sim is many thousands of times greater than ' 
the earth, his attractive power exceeds that of the. 
earth so many thousand times. The mass of the 
moon is calculated to be forty times less than that 
of the earth ; it will follow, that her attractive force 
is so many times less : and the same rule applies to 
all the heavenly bodies. 

Qth September, 1760. 



LETTER LVI. 

The same Subject continued. 

In virtue pf the system of attraction, or universal 
gravitation, each of the heavenly bodies "attracts all 
the rest, and is reciprocally attracted by them. 

In order to form a judgment of the force with 
which these bodies attract the others, we have only 
to consider two bodies whose attraction is mutual. 
And here we must attend to three things ; first, to 
the body attracting ; secondly, to the body attracted ; 
and, finally, to. their distance: for on these three 
•circumstances the attractive power depends. 

Fig. 33, 




e 



Let A, Fig. 33, be the attracting body, and B the 
body attracted ; both of them spherical, the heavenly 
l)odies being nearly of this figure. Take for their dis- 
tance that of their centres A and B, that is, the straight 
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line A 6. Now, with respect to the mass of the 
attracting hodvA, it must be remarked, that the 
greater it is, the greater also will be its power to 
attract the body B. Consequently, if A were twice 
as great as B, this last would feel an attraction twice 
as powerful exercised over it by the other; if it 
were three times as great the effect would be triple, 
nnd so on — always supposing the distance of their 
centres to be the same. 

If, then, the earth contained more or less matter 
than it actually does, it would attract all adjacent 
bodies with greater or less force, or their weight 
would be increased or diminished. And as the earth 
itself is attracted by the sun, the same thing might 
be aflSurmed as to it, should the mass of that lumi- 
nary happen to change. As to the attracted body 
B, supposing the attracting body A and the dis- 
tance A B to continue the same, it is to be re- 
marked, that the greater or smaller its mass is, the 
greater or less, also, is the power with which it is 
attracted towards A. Thus, if the body B were twice 
as great, it would be attracted towards A with double 
the force ; if three times greater, with triple the 
force, and so on. 

In order more clearly to elucidate this remark, we 
have only to substitute the earth in the place of the 
attracting body A ; then the force with which the 
body ]^ is attracted is nothing else but the weight 
of that body. Now, it is demonstrated that the 
greater or smaller the body A is, the greater or less 
also is its gravity ; hence it follows, that while the 
attracting body A and the distance A B continue 
the same, the attraction which B feels precisely fol- 
lows the magnitude of that body. To express this 
circumstance, mathematicians employ the term jpro- 
portional ; thus, they say the body B is attracted by 
the body A with a forCe proportional to its mass ; 
the meaning of which is, that if the mass of body B 
were twice, thrice, or four times greater, the attract- 
ive power would be precisely so many times in- 
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creased. Thus, with respect to the attracting body 
A, they say, that the powepr which it exercises over 
the body B is proportional to its mass, so long as 
that of B and the distance A B continue the same. 

I must further observe, that when we speak of the 
quantity of the attracting body A, or of the attracted 
body B, we mean the quantity of matter which each 
contains, and not their magnitude merely. You will 
recollect, that bodies differ considerably in this re- 
spect, and that there are some, which, in a very small 
compass, contain a great deal of matter, gold, for ex- 
ample, while others, such as air, contain very little 
in a great space. When, therefore, we here speak 
of bodies, we are always to be understood as refer- 
ring to the quantity of matter which they contain : 
this is what we mean by their mass. 

All that now remains is to examine the third cir- 
cumstance, namely, the distance A B of the two 
bodies, supposing them to continue always the same. 
It must be observed, that as the distance A B in- 
creases, the attraction diminishes ; and that as they 
approach nearer, it increases : but in conformity to 
a law which it is not so easy to express. When the 
distance becomes twice as great, the force with which 
the body B is attracted towards the body A will be 
twice two, or four times less; and for triple the dis- 
tance, the attraction becomes three times three, that 
is nine times less. If the distance becomes four 
times greater, the power of attraction becomes four 
times four, that is sixteen times less, and so on. 
Finally, for a distance a hundred times greater, the 
power of attraction will be a hundred times a hun- 
dred, or ten thousand times less. From this it fol- 
lows, that at very great distances it must become 
altogether imperceptible. And, reciprocally, when 
the distance A B is very small, the attraction may 
be very considerable, though the bodies may be of 
no great magnitude. 

nth September, 1760. 
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LETTER LVIL 
ne same Sulject continued. 

I BATi now demonstrated that when a body B is 
attracted by a body A, the power of attraction is 
proportional to the mass of the attracting body A, 
and to that of the attracted body B ; but it depends 
to snch a degree on the distance of these bodies, 
that if it should become twice, thrice^ four, or five 
times ^eater,the power of attraction would become 
four, mne, sixteen, or twenty-five times less. 

In order to ascertain the role of these quantities, 
we must multiply into itself the number which 
marks how many times the distance is increased, 
and the product wiU show how many times less the 
power of attraction has become. To put this rule 
m its clearest light, it must be observed, that when 
we multipl^r a number into itself, the product result- 
ing from it is called its sqTsare. Thus, to find these 
squares, we must multiply the numbers by them- 
selves, as below. 
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11 
11 

Wl 



12 
Milttplied by 13 

Square 144 



It is clear, from this last example, that the square 
of number 13 is 144 ; and if you wish to know the 
square of any number whatever, say 258, you must 
multiply that number by itself, as m the following 
seheme : — 
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S58 
258 




66564 



From which we see, that the square of 258 is 66,564 ; 
and the squares of all numbers whatever may be cal- 
culated in like manner. 

As the distance of bodies, then, must be multiplied 
by itself, it is evident that the power of attraction 
diminishes as much as the square of the distance 
increases ; or, that the square of the distance be- 
comes as many times greater as the power of attrac- 
ition is diminished. 

in treating subjects of this nature, mathematicians 
•employ eiroressions whose signidcationlt is prope? 
you should know, because they sometimes occur in 
the course of conversation. If the attractive power 
increased in proportion to the square of the distance, 
we would call it proporHanally to the square of the 
distance ; but as trie direct contrary takes place, and 
as the attractive power diminishes as the sqtiare of 
the distance increases, we employ the term redprth 
cally to express this contrariety, sa3ring, that the 
power is reciprocally proportional to the square of 
the distance. It is a geometrical mode of e^spres- 
^ion, the meaning of which you perfectly compre- 
hend ; and it refers to what I have just been attempt- 
ing to explain. 

In order to judge aright of the power which one 
hody exercises over another, you have only to re- 
mark, that this power is, first of all, proportional 
to the mass of the attracting body : then to that of 
the body attracted ; and finSly, reciprocally to the 
square of their Stance. Hence it is evident, that 
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though the earth, and the other planets are likewise 
attracted towards the fixed stars, the power must 
be imperceptible, on account of their prodigious dis- 
tance. 

Supposing, therefore, the mass of a fixed star to 
be equal to that of the sun, at equal distances, the 
earth would be attracted towards it with a force as 

great as towards the sun ; but as the distance of the 
xed star is 400,000 times greater than that of the 
sun, the square of this number being 160,000,000,000, 
that is, a hundred and sixty thousand millions, the 
power with which it acts upon our globe is a hun- 
dred and sixty thousand millions of times less than 
that of the sun ; and, consequently, too feeble to 
produce any perceptible effect. For this reason, the 
attractive power of the fixed stars does not at all 
aff(^t the earth's motion, nor that of the planets and 
the moon : but it is that of the sun which chiefly 
regulates their motions, because his mass exceeds 
many thousands of times the mass of each planet. 
\Vhen, however, two planets approach, so that 
their distance becomes less than that of the sun, 
their attractive power increases, and may become 
sufiiciently perceptible to derange their motion. 
Such derangement has, in fact, been observed ; and 
constitutes an irresistible proof of the system of 
universal gravitation. Accordingly, when a comet 
approaches very near to a planet, the motion of this 
last may be considerably affected by it. 
13M Septemher, 1760; 



LETTER LVlII. 

Motion of the Heavenly Bodies. Method of determining 
it by the Laws of umversal Gravitation, 

Yblovl what has been said respecting the power by 
which all the heavenly bodies mutuauy attract each 
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other,' proportionally to their mass and distance, 
you are enabled to comprehend how their motions 
maybe determined, and the real place of each body, 
at any ^ven time, accurately assigned. 

In this astronomy consists ; the object of which is 
an. exact knowledge of the motions of the heavenly 
bodies, in order to be able to determine, for every 
instant of time, whether past or to come, the place 
in which each of them must be, and in what place of 
the heavens it must appjear, whether viewed m>m the 
earth, or any other point whatever of the universe. 

The science whicn treats of motion in general is 
named fnechamcs, or dynamics. Its object is to 
determine the motion of all bodies whatever, ani* 
mated by whatever power. This science constitutes 
one of the principal branches of mathematics ; and j 
those who apply to it exert all their effbrts to- carry 
mechanics to the highest possible degree of perfec- 
tion. The subjects about which this science is 
conversant are, however, so intricate, that there is ^ 
hitherto no ^eat ground of boasting of our progress 
in the investigation of them ; and we must rest sat- 
isfied with advancing step by step. Not many years 
are elapsed since we began to make any progress at 
all in this career; and what has been done is chiefly 
to be ascribed to the Academy of Sciences at Paris, 
which proposes annual prizes to the best proficients 
in the prosecution of tins science. 

The greatest difficulty arises from the number of 
powers which act upon the heavenly bodies. If each 
x)f these were attracted towards only one single point, 
there would be very little difiSculty in the way ; and 
the great Newton, who died in 1728, was the first 
who gave a complete demonstration of the motion 
of two bodies which have ar mutual attraction, in 
conformity to the law which I have laid down. In 
virtue of this law, were the earth attracted towards 
the sun only, we should be able perfectly, without 
research, to determine its motion. The same thing 
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would apply to the other planets, Saturn, Jupiter, 
Mars, Venus, and Mercury, if they were attracted 
only by the sun. But the earth being attracted, not 
only by him, but by all the other heavenly bodies, 
the question becomes infinitely more complex and 
difficult, from the great diversity of powers to which 
we must pay attention. You may neglect, how- 
ever, the powers with which it is attracted towards 
the fixed stars; because, however enormous their 
masses may be, they are so prodigiously distant, 
that the power which they exercise Upon the earth 
may be considered as just nothing. 

The motion of the earth, therefore, and of the 
other planets, will always be as perfectly the same 
as if the fixed stars did not exist. Excepting, then, 
the power of the sun, we have only to consider the 
power with which the planets mutually attract each 
other. Now, these powers are extremely small, 
compared to those by which each planet is attracted 
towards th<e sun, because the mass of the sun is 
much greater than that of each planet. 

As, however, these powers increase according as 
the distances diminish, so that a power four times 
greater corresponds to a distance twice less ; and a 
power nine times less corresponds to a distance 
three times greater, and so on, according to the 
squares of the numbers, as. I explained the subject 
in the preceding Letter, it might be possible for two 
planets to approach so near that their attractive 
power should become equal to that of the sun, nay, 
greatly exceed it. 

Fortunately, this never takes place in our system, 
and the planets always remain at such a distance 
from each other, that their attractive power is ever 
incomparably smaller than that of the sun. For 
this reason, without extending our views beyond 
rwhat is thus certainly known, we may consider 
erery planet as attracted only by the power of the 
finif and by that it is easy to determine its motion. 
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This, however, can take, place only when we are 
disposed to rest satisfied with a result near the truth ; 
for if we wish to have more exact information, we 
must attend to those feebler powers with which the 
planets act upon each other— powers which really 
produce the little irregularities clearly observed by 
astronomers ; and to the attainment of the perfect 
knowledge of these is directed all the sagacity of 
both astronomers and geometricians. 
I5th September, 1760. 



LETTER LIX. 

System of the Universe. 

In order the more clearly to elucidate what I have 
been advancing respecting the motion of the hea- 
venly bodies, and the powers which produce it, per- 
mit me to present to you (See Fig. 37, Frontispiece) 
the system of the universe, or a description of the 
heavenly bodies which compose it. 

We must, first of all, observe, that the fixed stars 
are bodies entirely similar to the sun, and luminous 
of themselves ; that they are at a very great distance 
from that luminary, and also very distant from each 
other ; and that every one of them is, perhaps, of 
equal magnitude with the sun. You are already in- 
formed, that the fixed star nearest to us is at least 
400,000 times more distant than the sun. Each of 
the fixed stars seems designed to communicate light 
and heat to a certain number of opaque bodies, simi- 
lar to our earth, and, undoubtedly, inhabited like- 
wise, placed near them, but which we cannot see, 
on account of their prodigious distance. 

Though it is imppssible to ascertain this by actual 
observations, we must conclude it, from their anal- 
ogy to the sun, who serves to warm and to illumi- 
nate the earth and the other planets. We know. 



804 8TBTEM OF THE UNIFSRSB. 

particularly six of the9e bodies ; they are not in a 
state of rest, but each of them moves round the sun, 
in the direction of a curve line, somewhat different 
from a circle, and which is called the planet^s orbit. 
The sun himself is nearly in a state of rest, as well 
as all the fixed stars ; the motion which they appear 
to have being entirely owing to that of the earth. 

I have accordingly represented, on the annexed 
sheet (Fig. 37, Frontispiece) j what is called the Solar 
System, which contains all the opaque bodies that 
move round the sun, and derive from him all the 
benefits which he imparts to us. This sign © repre- 
sents the Sun at rest. You see, besides, the eleven 
circles, representing the orbits described by the plan- 
ets in their motion round him. 

That nearest to the sun is Mercury, marked by 
the sign 9 , and the little circle you see in the orbit 
represents the body of Mercury, who performs his 
revolution round the sun in about 88 days. 

Next comes Venus, marked by 9 , who completes 
a revolution round the sun in seven months nearly. 
The third circle is the orbit of the Earth, marked 
by the sign 0, and which completes a revolution 
round the sun in a year. We have no other mean- 
ing, in truth, to the word year, but the time employed 
by the earth in performing a revolution round the 
sun ; and the duration of the common year nearly 
approaches to this solar year. 

But while the earth is moving round the sun, 
there is another body moving round the earth, and 
keeping the direction of its orbit ; this is the Moon^ 
whose own circle, or orbit, is marked by D . 

The two first planets. Mercury and Venus, have 
no visible bodies which attend them; neither has 
Mars $ , which is the fourth, and performs his revo- 
lution in about two years. 

The next circle is the orbit of Jupiter, marked by 
24, who performs his revolution in twelve years 
nearly. Round him move four satellites, represented 
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in the Plate, with their orbits, and marked by the 
figures 1, 2, 3, 4. 

The next circle is the orbit of Saturn, marked 
thus, ^, who employs almost thirty years in per- 
forming one revolution round the sun. This planet 
is attemled in his course by seven satellites, marked 
by the figures 1, 3, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7. Thus, then, the 
solar system consists of ^ix (now eleven) primarv 
planets. Mercury 9 , Yenus 9 , the Earth 6 , &f ars d , 
Jupiter 2X, Saturn t>, and eighteen secondary plan- 
ets Or satellites, namely, the Moon» the four attend- 
ants of Jupiter, the seven of Saturn,* and the six of 
the Georgium Sidus. ^ * 

This system contains, besides, several comets, the 
numbei: of which is unknown. The figure on the 
Plate represents one of them, whose orbit differs 
from that of the planets, because it is drawn out 
into extreme length, so that a comet sometimes 
approaches , very near to the sun, and sometimes 
removes to such an immense distance as entirely to 
disappear. Of, oomets it has been remarked, that 
one finishes his revolutions in his orbit in idbout 
sixty years; this is the one that was visible last 
year.f . As to the other comets, it is certain that 
they emfploy several centuries in performing one 
revolution in their orbits ; and. as, in past ages, no 
exact observations were made of themy we are totally 
in the dark with respect to their return. Of these, 
then, consists the solar s^rstem; and, most probably, 
every fixed star has one similar to it. 

I7th September, 1760. 

* We hare added in the fl^re tbe orbits of tbe new planets, diseovertd 
since tlie time of Ealer, vis. Cereg^ PaUat, Juno^ and VutOf whose or- 
bits are sitnated between those or Mars and Jupiter; and tbe Gwrgium 
Sufu«,(l)whi3h is sitnated beyond the orbH of SatnniL The last of these 
planets is attended with am satellites.— £d. 

t A onraet has lately been discovered, which perfomis its revolution 
within the planetary system in 1204 days.— £(t. 

(I) Cftlled isthalteitoi 8taki» Md fBamlljr is fijiinie, «ftar dW diMsmw*— *'«Bir> 
teMf br ■ome of the Tt^utt wiUon,^ tTnmMt.w-Sii; Al. 

Vol. I.— S 
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LETTER LX. 

The same Subject continued. 

In addition to what I have said respecting the 
solar system, I must communicate some observa- 
tions for the explanation of the figures. And, first, 
it must be remarked, that the lines which mark the 

r paths in which the planets move have no real exist- 
ence in the heavens, as the whole immensity of space 
in Which they move is a vacuum, or rather filled 
with that subtile matter which we call the ether^ 
and which I have already so often mentioned. 
. Again, the orbits of the planets are not all in the 
same plane^ as the figure presents them ; but if the 
orbit which the earth describes round the sun is 
properly represented on the paper, we must imagine 
the orbits of the five other planets to be partly ele- 
vated, and partly depressed, with reference to it; 
or that the orbit of each planet bears upon it an 
oblique direction, making an intersection with the 
paper, under a certain angle, which it is impossible 
to riepresent in a figure drawn upon a plane. 

Further, the orbits of the planets are not circles, 
as the figure appears to indicate, but rather some- 
what oval, one more, another less so ; no one, how- 
ever, reccKles very considerably from the circular 
form. The orbit of Venus is almost a perfect circle ; 
but those of the other planets are more or less ex- 
tended lengthwise, so that these planets are some- 
times nearer to the sun, sometimes farther off. 

The orbits of comets are particularly distinguish- 
able, being greatly extended in length, as represented 
in the figure.* As to the moon, and the satellites 
of Jupiter and Saturn, their orbits, too, are nearly 
circular. 

Neither must we conceive them as moving in one 
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mid the same direction, as they appear on the plane 
of the paper ; for they do not remain in the same 
place, but are themselves carried romid the sun 
along with the primary planet to which they belong. 
It is thus we must understand the lines represent^ 
in the figure. Imagination must supply what it is 
impossible, on a plane surface, accurately to exhibit. "^ 

You are now enabled to comprehend' with ease 
what the late Mr, de Fontenelle meant to display, in 
his book on the plurality of worlds. The earth, 
with its inhabitants, is sometimes denominated a 
world ; and every planet, nay, every one of the sat- 
ellites, has an equal right to the same appellation — ^it | 
being highly probable that each of these bodies is J 
inhabited as well as the earth. 

There are twenty-nine worlds, then, in the solar 
S3rstem alone. And every fixed star being a sun, 
round which a certain number of planets perform 
their revolutions, and of which some have, undoubt- 
edly, their satellites, we have an- almost infinite 
number of worlds, similar to our earth, considering 
th^t the number of stars perceptible to the unas- 
sisted eye exceeds some thousands, and that the 
telescope discovers to us an incomparably greater 
number. 

If it is meant to comprehend under the name of ^ 
world the sun, with the planets and their satellites, i 
and which derive heat and light from him, we shall | 
have as many worlds as there are fixed stars. . But J 
if by the term toof-ld we understand the earth, with 
all the heavenly bodies, or all the beings which were 
created at once, it is clear that there can be but one 
world, to which we refer everything that exists. It 
is in this sense the iermworld is employed in philos- 
ophy, particularly in metaphysics ; it is in this sense 
we say that there is but one world, the assemblage 
of all created beings, past, as well as present and 
future, whose existence is subject to general laws. 

WhiBn, therefore, philosophers dispute, whether 
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our world is the best or not, they proceed on the 
supposition of a plurality of worlds ; and some main- 
tiun that the one which exists is the best of all those 
which could have existed. They consider the Deity 
as an architect, who, intending to create this world, 
traced several different plans, of which he selected 
^ the best, or that in which the greatest perfections 
. were all combined, in the highest degree, and exe- 
j cuted it in preference to all the others. 
I But the great quantity of evil that prevails, and is 
I diffused over the surface of our globe, and which 
! flows Arom the wickedness of man, suggests an im- 
1 portant inquiry, namely. Whether it would have been 
: possible to create a world wholly exempted from 
' these evils ? 

In my opinion, a cUstinction must be carefully 
made between the plans of a world which shotdd 
contain corporeal substances only, and those of 
another wond, which should contain bein^ intelli- 
gent and free. In the former case, the choice of the 
Best would be involved in very little difficulty ; but 
in the other, whei^ beings intelligent and free con- 
stitute the principal part of the world, the determi- 
nation of what is best is infinitely beyond our ca- 
pacity ; and even the wickedness of free agents may 
contribute to the perfection of the world in a manner 
which we are unable to comprehend. 

It would appear that philosophers have not been 
sulfipientljr attentive to this distinction, however 
essential it may be. But I am too sensible of my 
own incapacity to enter any deeper into this difficult 
question. 

I9th ISeptember, 1760. 
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LETTER LXI. 

SmdU Irtegvlarittes in the Motions of the Planets^ 
caused by their mutual Attraction. 

In order to determine the motion of the bodies 
which compose the solar system, it is necessary t6 
'distinguish the primary planets^ which are Mercury ^ 
VermSy the Earth, Mars, Ceres, Pallas, Juno, Vesta, 
Jupiter, Saturn, and the Georgium Sidus, from their 
satellites, namely, the moon, the four s£(tellites of 
Jupiter, the seven of Saturn, and the six of the Geor- 
^um Sidus. 

It has been explained to you, that these eleven plan- 
•ets are principally attracted towards the sun, or that 
the force with which they are impelled towards him is 
incomparably greater than the powers which they 
exert one upon another, because his mass is incom- 
parably greater than that of the planets, and because 
they never sufficiently approach to each other to 
render their reciprocal attraction very considerable. 
Were they attracted only towards the sun, their mo- 
lion would be sufficiently regular, and easily deter-^ 
mined. But the feebler powers of which I have 
been speaking occasion some slight irregularities in 
their motion, which astronomers are eager to dis- 
cover, and which geometricians endeavour to deter- 
mine on the principles of motion. 

An important question is here agitated^— namely, 
7%« powers which act upon a body being known, how to 
find the motion of that body 7 • Now, upon the princi- 
ples above laid down, we are acquainted with the^ 
powers, to the influence of which every planet is 
subjected. Thus the motion of the earth is some- 
what afifected, first, by the attraction of Venus, which 
sometimes passes very near it; and, secondly, by 
Ihat of Jupiter, which, on account of the prodigious 

S2 
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mass of this planet, becomes considerable, though 
he be always at a great distance. The mass of 
Mars is too small to produce any perceptible effect, 
tiiough he is sometimes very near us ; and Saturn, 
though his mass be the greatest next to that of Ju- 
piter, is too distant 

The moon, though her mass be very smaU, pro- 
duces, however, some derangement, from her heing 
very near the earth. The comet which appear^ 
last year was seven times nearer to us than the sun 
when his distance was smallest; there is a great 
degree of probability,. therefore, that it may have 
deranged the earth's motion, especially if his mass 
was considerable — a circumstance with which we 
are not acquainted. If this comet were as great as 
the earth, the effect must have been very consider- 
able ; but its apparent smallness induces me to believe 
that its mass is much less than that of the earth, and 
consequently its effect must have been proportionally 
less. When we saw this comet, however, it had golt 
to a great distance : at the time when it was nearest 
it was invisible to us, but it must have appeared very 
Imlliant to our antipodes. 

What has been said respecting the derangements 
occasioned in the earth's motion takes place likewise 
in the other planets, regard being had to their mass, 
and to their proximity. As to the moon, and the 
other secondary* planets, the principle of their motion 
is somewhat different. The moon is so near the 
earth, that the attraction she feels from hence greatly 
exceeds that of the sun, though the mass of this 
luminary be > many thousands of times greater than 
that of the earth. Hence it is that the motion of the 
moon follows that of the earth, and that she remains, 
as it were, attached to it, which makes the moon to 
be considered as a satellite to our planet. 

Had the moon been placed much farther from us, 
and had she been attracted less towards the earth 
than towards the sun, she would have become a pri- 
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mary planet, and performed her own revolntions 
round the snn ; but she is 300 times nearer to, us 
than she is to the sun; hence it is evident that' he 
must exercise a much feebler inflaence upon her 
than the earth does. The moon being principal^ 
attracted by two bodies, the stm and the eulh, it is 
evident that the determination of her motion must 
be much more difficult than that of the primary 
planets, which are subject to the attraction of the 
sun only, excepting the slight derangements which 
have been mentioned. The motion o? the moon has 
accordingly in all ages greatly embarrassed philoso- 
phers ; and never have they been able to ascertain, 
fpr any future given time,, the exact place of 'the 
moon in the heavens.* 

Yoii perfectly comprehend, that in order to pre- 
dict an eclipse, whether of the moon or of the sun, 
we must be able accurately to ascertain ^e moon's 
place. Now in calculating eclipses formerly, there 
was frequently a ipistake of an hour or more, the 
eclipse actually taking place au hour earlier or later 
ipsa the calculation. Whatever pains the ancient 
astronomers took to determine the moon's motion, 
they were always very wide of the truth. It was 
not till the great Newton discovered the real powers 
which act upon the moon, that we began to approach 
nearer and nearer to truth, after having surmounted 
many obstacles which retarded our progress. ^ 

I too have employed much time and attention on 
the subject : and Mr. Mayer of Gottingen, pursuing 
the track which I had operied, has ^ved at a de- 
cree of precision beyond which it is perhaps impossi- 
ble to go.f Not much more, then, than ten years 

* So gnat bM baen -the improvement of uftranomieal imikrwneiiti, 
80 extensive the oboervation of phenomena, and so much more accurate 
the tables ftmiMed upon tbiem, since the time of Enler, the illnstrions 
atKbor*oonld scarcely have anticipated the progress of bis fbvoorite 
•dence.— jim. £i. 

t The average error of M^yer^9 beat tables, with the impiovements of 
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have elapsed since we could boast of any thing like 
accurate knowledge of the moon's motion. Since 
tha\ time, we are able to calculate eclipses so ex- 
actly as not to make the mistake of a single minute ; 
whereas before, there was frequently the difTerence 
of eight minutes and more. To analysis, then, we 
are indebted fortius important discovery, the source 
of unspeakable advantages, not to the astronomer 
only, but likewise to the geographer and the navi* 
gator. 
23^ September^ 1760. 



LETTER LXII. 

Description of the Flux and Reflux of the Sea. 

The attractive power of the heavenly bodies ex- 
tends, not only to the mass of the earth, but to all 
the parts of wliich it is composed. Thus, all the 
bodies which we see on the surface of the earth are 
attracted, not only towards the earth itself, from 
which results their gravity, and the weight of every 
one in particul2ur,'but likewise towards the sun, and 
towards all the other heavenly bodies; and that 
more or less, according to the mass of these bodies 
and their distance. . 

Now it is evident, that the force with which a 
body, say a stone, -is attracted towards • the earth, 
must be incomparably greater than that with which 
the same body is attracted towards the sun, the 
other fdanets, and the moon, because of their great 
distance. Such a body, being at a distance from the 
centre of the earth equal to a radius of this globe, is 
60 times farther from the moon. Though, then, ^e 

SfaMQ, WM from .1783 to 1788, 30" in longitude, and 14'' in latitude; 
whereas the averei^e error of our present tables, in 1821, is only 4" in 
Mfigitude, and 4,' in latitude,— «> rapid and uolooked for has heon tbe 
of BStTDnom;.— jEcL 
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mass of the moon were equal to that of the earth, 
the attraction towards the moon would be 60 times 
60, that is 3600 times less than the attraction towards 
the earth, or the gravity of the body. But the mass 
oi the moon is about 70 times less than that of the 
earth ; hence the attractive power of the moon be- 
comes still 70 tflnes 3600, that is, 26^,000 times less 
than the gravity of the body. 

Again, though the sun he many thousands of 
times creater than the earth, he is al>out 24,000 times 
more distant from us than the centre of the earth; 
and for this reason the attraction of the sun upon a 
stone is extremely small compared to its gravity. 
Hence you see that the gravity of terrestrial bodiea, 
which is nothing else but the force with which they 
are attracted towards the earth, cannot- be percep- 
tibly affected by thQ attraction of the heavenfy 
bodies. 

Though this attraction, however, be very incon- 
siderable, there results from it a remarkable pbr^ 
nomenon, which long puzSsled philosophers; I mean 
the tides, ox the flux and the reflux of the sea. It 
occurs so frequently, even 'in common conversation^ 
that it is almost a matter of necessity to understand 
it. For this reason, I propose to explain more mi- 
nutely this singular phenomenon, and to unfold Uie 
causes which produce it. 

I begin, then, with the description of the well- 
known phenomenon of the flux and reflux of the sea. 
Hardly any one is ignorant, that by far the greatest 
part of the surface of our globe is covered with a 
mass of water, called the sea, or the ocean. This 
immense fluid m:ass is very different from rivers and 
lakes, which, according to the different seasons of 
the year, contain sometimes less water, sometimes 
more, whereas in the sea the quantity of water at 
all times continues nearly the same. It is, however, 
observed, that the water of the sea rises and falls 
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alternately with wonderful regularity twice every 
twenty-four hours. 

If, for instfince, in a harbour the water is now at 
its greatest height, i^ will presently begin to subside ; 
and this decrease continues for six hours, at the end 
of which its depth will be at the lowest. It then 
begins again to tise, and the increade likewise lasts 
six hours, when it is ag^n at its greatest depth. It 
immediately begins' again to fall for six hours, and 
then rises as many ; so that in the space of about 
twenty-four hours the water rises and falls twice ; And 
arrives alternately at its greatest and least depth. 
. It is this alternate increase and diminution of the 
water of the sea which we call its flux and. reflux, or 
its flowing and ebbing ; and more particularly, the 
flux denotes the time during which it increases or 
rises, and the reflux the. time of its decrease or fall- 
ing. The flux and reflux together likewise go by 
. the name of tide. This alternation, then, is to be 
Jjjie subject of our present disquisition. 
•*^^ It is first of all to be- remarked, that the difference 
between rising and falling keeps pace with the varia^ 
tions of the moon. At fhll and new moon the water 
rises higher than at the quarters; and about the 
time of the vernal and autumnal equinoxes, in the 
months of March and September, this alternate mo- 
tion of the sea is most considerable. A great dif- 
ference is likewise observed, according to the situa- 
tion of the coasts. The flux in some places is never 
-.-- more than a few feet, while in others the rise is 
i forty feet and upwards. Such are the tid6s in the 
j ports of St, Malo in France, and of Bristol in Eng- 
land.* 

It is further to be remarked, that this phenomenon 
is perceptible chiefly in the ocean^ where there is a 
vast extent of water ; and that in seas bounded and 



• The tide rises on the N.E. coast of America, and especially In Um 
Bay of Pondy, to tbe height of 60 feet.— ilm. Ed. 
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confined, such as the Baltic and the Mediterranean^ 
it is much less copsiderable. The interval from the 
flux to the succeeding reflux is not exactly six hours, 
but about eleven minutes more j so that the same 
changes do not take place the day after at the same 
hour, but (all out about three-quarters of an hour 
later: so. that a revolution of thirty day $ is requisite 
to brinff them round to the same hour ; now, this is 
precisely the period of one revolution of the moon, 
or the mterval between one new moon and that 
which immediately follows. 
26^^ September, 1760. 



LETTER LXIII. . 

Different Opinions of Philosophers respectittg the f%us 

and Reftttx of the Sea, 

When the water of the sea rises at any place, we 
are not to imagine that it swells from any internal 
cause, as jnilk doe^ when put in a vessel upon the 
fire. .The elevation of the sea is produced by a real 
increase of water flowing *jther from some other 
place.* It is a real currtut, wWch is very percepti- 
ble at sea, conveying the waters tow^ds the place 
where the flux is. 

In order to have a clear comprehension of this, 
you must consider that in the va8t<3xtent of the ocean 
there are always places where the water is low, while 
it is high at others ; and thai it is conveyed from the 
former to the latter. When the water rises at any 
place, there is always a current, conveying it from 
other places, where it is of course at that time low. 
It is an error, therefore, to imagine, with some au- 
thors, that during the flux of the sea the total masa 

* That part oV the sea only is meant at' which the tide naea. An 
elevation at one place prodaoes of conree a depreeaion at anattier. — 
Am. td. 
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of water becomes greater, and that it diminishes 
during the reflux. The entire mas3 or bulk of water 
remains ever the same ; but it is subject to a per- 
petual oscillation, by which the water is alternately 
transported from certain regions to others; and 
when the water is high at any place, it is. of course 
low somewhere else, «o that the increase at places 
where it is high is precisely equal to the decrease 
at those where it is low. 

Such are the phenomena of the flux and reAux of 
the sea, the cause of which ancient philosophers en- 
deavoured to discover, but in vain. Kepler, in other 
respects a great astronomer, and the ornament of 
Germany, felievctd that the earth, as i^ell as all the 
heavenly bodies,* was a real living animal, and con- 
sidered the flux and reflux of the sea as the efiect of 
its respiration. According to this philosopher, men 
and beasts were just like insects feeding on the 
back of the huge animkl. You will hardly expect 1 
should go into the refutation pi an opinion so ridi- 
culous. 

De5C(^tof, that great French philosopher, endeav- 
oured to introduce a more rational philosophy ; and 
remarked, that the flux and reflux of the sea was 
principally regulated by the moon's ftiotion ; which 
was indeed a uerjr important discovery, though the 
ancients had already suspected a connexion between 
these two phenomena. For if high water, or the 
top of the flux, happen to-day at noon, it will be low 
water at eleven minute^ after six in the evening : it 
will rise till 38 ndniutes after midnight ; and the next 
low water will be 33'minutes after six in the morning 
of the day after ; and the ensuing high water, or flux, 
will be three-quarters of an hour after noon : so that 
from one day to another the same tides are later by 
three-quarters of an hour. 

And as the same thing precisely takea place in .the 
moon's motion^ which rises always three-quarters of 
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an hour later than the preceding day, it was presum- 
able that the tides followed the course of the moon. 
If at any given placQ, for example, oa the day of 
new mOon, high water happen to be at three of the 
clock, afternoon, you could rest assured that ever 
after, on the first day of the moon, the flux would 
invariably be at the height at three o'clock afternoon, 
and that every following day it would faU later by 
three-quarters of an hour. 

Again, not only the time when every flux and re- 
flux happen exactly follows the moon, but the strength 
of the tides, which is variable, appears still to depend 
on the position of the moon. They are every wnere 
stronger after the new and full moon, that is, at these 
periods the elevation of the water is greater than at 
other times ; and after the first and last quarters, the 
elevation of the water, during the flux, is smaller. 
This wonderful harmony between the tides and the 
motion of the moon was, undoubtedly, sufficient 
ground to conclude, that the chief cause of the flux 
and reflux of the sea was to be sought for in the 
action of the moon. 

Descartes accordingly believed that the moon, m 
passing over us, pressed the atmosphere, or the air 
which surrounds the earth, and that the air, pressing \ 
on the water, in its turn forced it to subside. Had 
this been the case, the water must have been de- j 
pressed at the places over which the moon ^as, and i 
the same effect should be produced twelve hours after j 
in the ensuing tide ; which, however, does not hap- j 
pen. Besides, the moon is too distant from the \ 
earth, and the atmosphere too low, to be impressed \ 
by the moon ; and admitting that the moon, or any 
other great body, were to pass along the atmosphere, 
it would be very far from undergoing any pressure 
from it, and still less would the sea feel this pre- 
tended pressure. 

This attempt of Descartes to explain the flux artd 

Vol. I.— T 
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reflux of the sea has therefore failed ; but the coa- 
nexionof this phenomenon with the moon^s motion, 
which this philosopher has so clearly unfolded, en- 
abled his successors to employ the application of their 
researches with more effect. This shall be the sub- 
ject of some following Lette;rs. 
30th September^ 1760. 



LETTER LXIV. 

Explanation of the FIxax and Reflux^ from the Attract 
ive Power of the Moon, 

» 

Descartes's method of explaining the flux and 
reflux of the sea, by the pressure of the moon upon 
our atmosphere, not having succeeded, it was rea- 
sonable to look for the cause of it in the attraction 
which the moon exercises upon the earth, and con- 
sequently also upon t]^ sea. 

The attractive power of the heavenly bodies hav- 
ing been already sufficiently established by so many 
other phenomena, as I have showji, it could not be 
doubted that the flux and reflux of the sea must be 
an effect of it. As soon as it is demonstrated that 
the moon, as well as the other heavenly bodies, is 
endowed with the property of attracting all bodies 
in the direct ratio of their mass, and in the inverse 
ratio of the square of their distance, it is easily com- 
prehended that its action must extend to the sea ; 
and the more so, as you must frequently have ob- 
served that the smallest force is capable of agitating 
a fluid. All that remains, therefore, is to inquire, 
whether the attractive power of the moon, such as 
we suppose it, is capable of producing in the sea 
the agitation known to us by the name of flux and 
reflux. 



OF THE SKA. 



219 




Let the annexed figure, J^. 34. 

Fig. 34, represent the earth 
and the moon. A is the 
place where we see the moon 
over the earth ; B that which 
is directly opposite, or the 
antipodes of A ; and C is the 
centre of the earth. As the 
point A is nearer the moon 
than the point B, a hody at, A 
is more powerfully attracted 
towards the moon than a 
similar body at B. And if 
we suppose a third similar 
body to be placed at the 
centre of the earth C, it is 
evident that the body A will 
be more powerfully attracted 
towards the moon than the 
body C, and this last thkn the body B, because the 
body A is nearef to the moon, and the body B 
more remote than the body C. But similar bodies 
placed at E and F are almost as much attracted by 
the moon as that which is at the centre of the eartn 
C, as they Jtre all three nearly equidistant from the 
moon. 

Hence we see that bodies placed on the surface 
of the earth are not all equally attracted towards the 
moon. This inequality of attraction depends on the 
inequality of their distance from the centre of the 
moon L, so that a body is so much the more power- 
fully attracted by the moon as its distance is less; 
and the contrary takes place according as the dis- 
tance is greater. 

To these differences in the action of the moon on 
bodies differently situated we must here chiefly pay 
attention ; for if all bodies were equally attracted 
towards the moon, they would equally obey this 
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power, and no derangement could take plaee in their 
mutual situation. 

You can easily form the idea of several carriages 
drawn along by powers perfectly equal ; they will 
proceed on the road, always preserving the same 
order, and the same distances ; but as soon as some 
of them advance more briskly, and others more 
slowly, the order will be deranged. The same thing 
takes place in the case of the different bodies which 
are attracted by the moon ; if they all felt in the 
same degree the action of that luminary, they would 
preserve the same relative situation, and we should 
perceive no change in them: but as soon as the 
"Tbrce with which they are attracted towards the 
moon varies as to each of them, their order and their 
relative situation necessarily change, unless they 
are attached to each other by bands which that power 
is unable to burst asunder. 

But this is not the case with the sea, as all the 
particles of a fluid are easily separated from each 
other, and every one may obey the impressions 
which it receives. It is evident, then, that when 
the powers which act on the different parts of the 
sea are not equal to one another, an agitation, or 
derangement, must be the consequence. 

We have just seen that the different parts of the 
sea are attracted unequally by the moon, according 
as they are unequally distant from her centre ; the 
sea must, therefore, be agitated by the force of the 
moon, which, continually changing her situation with 
respect to the earth, and performing a revolution 
round it in about twenty-four hours and three-quar- 
ters, makes the sea undergo the same changes, and 
presents the same phenomena in the same period of 
twenty-four hours and three-quarters ; the flux and 
reflux must, therefore, be retarded from one day to 
another three-quarters of an hour, which is con- 
firmed by constant experience. 

It now remains that we show how the alternate 
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elevation and depression of the sea, which sncceed 
each other after an interval of six hours and eleven 
minutes, result from the inequality of the powers of 
the moon; This I propose to examine in my next 
Letter. 

M October, i760. 



LETTER LXV. 

The same Subject continued. 

You have seen that the moon causes no alteration 
in the state of the earth, hut in so far as she acts 
unequaHy on its different parts. The reason of it is, 
that if all its parts equally felt the same action, they 
would be equally attracted, and no change in their 
relative situation would result from it. 

But a body being at A (Fig. 34, p. 219), nearer the 
moon than the centre of the earth C, is more power- 
fully attracted to it than a body at C would be ; it 
will approach it, then, with greater velocity than this 
last : from hence it necessarily follows, that the body 
A retires from the centre C, and approaches th« 
moon ; as if there were two chariots, the one at A, 
the other at C, and if the chariot A were drawn to- 
wards L with greater force than the chariot G, it 
would remove from C. It is thus that the power of 
the moon has a tendency to withdraw the point A 
from the centre C. 

Now, to remove a body from the centre of the 
earth is to raise it ; and the water at A being now 
the thing in question, it is certain that the force of 
the moon tends to raise the water which is at A, by 
a povyer equal to the excess of the attraction towards 
the moon fdt at A above that felt at C. By this 
power, then, the moon raises the waters of the earth 
ytrhich are immediately under her. 

Let us now, likewise, attend to a body at B^ 

T3 
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directly opposite to the point A ; the centre of the 
earth C, more powerfully attracted hy the moon 
than the point B, will approach nearer to it, and this 
last, so to speak, will remain behind, just as a char- 
iot which is drawn more slowly than that which 
precedes it. The point B will consequently remove 
from the centre C, and rise ; for to remove from the 
centre of the earth, and to rise, is one and the same 
thing. 

It is evident, therefore, that the power of the moon 
tends to raise the waters, not only at A, but likewise 
at B, the point diametrically opposite, and that by a 
force equal to the difference of the attraction of the 
moon at B and at C, which is less at B than at C. 
Now, those who are at A have the moon directly 
above them, or in their zenith; and those who are 
at B see nothing of the moon, because she is then 
in a point of the heavens diametrically opposite to 
their zenith, called nadir. 

Hence it appears, that at whatever part of the sea 
it may be, the water must rise equally when the 
moon is in the zenith of that place and in its nadir, 
or, when the moon is at its greatest elevation above 
the horizon, or at its greatest depression under it. 
At the intermediate periods, when the moon is in 
the horizon, eitlier rising or setting, she exercises 
no power capable of raising the sea ; a small contrary 
power tends even to make it fall. 

According to this system, at the place of the sea 
where the moon is in the zenith, its power has a 
tendency to raise the waters ; about six hours after, 
when she has reached the horizon, her power has 
a tendency to make them falj. Twelve hours and 
twenty-two minutes after, the moon being then at 
the point most distant under the horizon, she exer- 
cises the same power to raise the water ; and at the 
end of eighteen hours thirty-three minutes, when 
she has got to the opposite horizon, the waters are 
fallen; till at length, twenty-four hours and forty- 



OF THE SEA. 228 

five minutes from the first period, she returns to the 
zenith, raising the water as on the preceding day ; 
and this is confirmed by uniform experience. 

This alternate elevation and depression of the sea 
at intervals of six hours and eleven minutes, having 
such a perfect conformity with the moon, leaves us 
no room to doubt that the flux and reflux of the sea 
are caused by the attractive power of the moon. 

It is a remarkable circumstance that she acts 
equally on the sea, in raising it, whether she is at her 
greatest \height above the horizon, or at the moi^ 
distant point under it. This appeared at first very 
strange to philosophers, who imagined that the moon 
must produce under the horizon an effect contrary 
to that which she produces when in the zenith. But 
you see clearly that the moon produces the same 
effect in these two diametrically opposite positions ; 
as I have demonstrated in the figure above referred 
to, that the effect of the moon is the same at A and 
at B. 

7tk October, 1760. 
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The same Subject continued. 

From what has been said respecting the flux and 1 
reflux of the sea, you must be sensible that the sys- 1 
tem of Newtouy which I have adopted, is directly i 
contrary to that of Descartes, According to this j 
last, the moon exercises a pressure, and the sea must ! 
subside at places situated directly under her : but, 
according to Newton^ she acts by attraction, and ■ 
forces the water to rise at these very places. 

Experience, then, must determine which of these 
two systems is to be received. No more is neces- "•' 
sary than to consult the observations made with re- 
spect to the ocean, in order to see whether the water 
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rises or falls when the moon is in the zenith. Re- 
conrse has actually been had to this ; but it is found 
that when the moon is at either the zenith or nadir 
of a given place, the water there is neither high nor 
low ; and that high water does not take place till 
some hours after the moon has passed the zenith. 

From this circumstance, persons who examine 
[ things superficially conclude«[ at once that neither 
of the systems was admissible ; and the Cartesians 
have taken advantage from it, presuming, that if 
NewtofCs was rejected, that of Descartes must neces- 
sarily be adopted, though the observations referred 
to are as contrary to the system of Descartes as they 
appear to be to that of Newton, 

But the system oi Descartes is overturned by this 
single phenomenon, that the sea is always in the 
same state after a period of twelve hours and 
twenty-two minutes, or that its state is always the 
same, whether the moon be above or below the 
horizon ; and it is impossible for its supporters to 
show how the moon, being over the heads of our an- 
tipodes, can produce the same effect as when she is 
over ours. For this purpose, see Fig. 35. 

Experience proves that the 
state of the water at A is the 
same, whether the moon be at 
M, the zenith of the point A, or 
at N, its nadir, which is conse- 
quently the zenith of the anti- 
podes at B. The effect of the 
moon, then, on the water at A, 
is the same in both cases. But 
if the' moon acted by pressure, 
according to Descartes, it would 
follow that when the moon is at 
M, the water at A must fall ; and 
if she were at N, it is impossible 
that the water at A should undergo the same 
pressure. 
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In the system of attraction, on the contrary, it is 
incontestably certain, that the action of the moon 
must be nearly the same whether that limiinary be 
at M or at N ; and this is demonstrated by actual 
observation. 

I must here repeat a preceding explanation, be- 
cause it is a matter of the utmost importance. When 
the moon is at M, the point A is nearer it than the 
centre C ; it is therefore more powerfully attracted 
than the centre ; the point A wiU remove from the 
centre, consequently it will then rise ; the moon, 
being at M, has a tendency to raise the water at A. 
Let us how see what effect the moon, being at N, 
wiU produce, where she arrives in twelve hours and 
twenty>two minutes after she was at M. As the 
point A is more distant from the moon at N than the 
centre C; it will be more feebly attracted ; the cen- 
tre C will advance with greater velocity towards N 
than the point A ; the distance A C will accordingly 
become greater; the point A will therefore be 
more distant from the centre C. But to be more 
distant from the centre of the earth is to rise, con- 
sequently the moon, being at N, makes the point A 
to ascend, that is, she has a tendency to raise the 
water at A, as if the moon were at M. 

But here experience presents a very formidable 
objection ; for it is observed, that the moon being at 
M, or at N, the water is not then at its greatest ele- 
vation at A. This does not take place till a con- 
siderable time after, and thence some have been in- 
duced to reject this explanation altogether. But 
you will easily see that their decision is extremely 
precipitate. 

I have not said, that when the moon is at M or N, 
the water at A is at its greatest height ; I have only 
said, that the potver of the moon has then a tendency 
to make the water rise. But the water at A could \ 
not rise unless its quantity were increased ; and that 
increase can be produced only by the flowing of the 1 
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water from other parts, some of them very distant. 
A considerable time, therefore, is requisite to the 
accumulation of a s;ufficient quantity of water ; it is, 
then, very natural to suppose that hig^h water at A 
should not take place fbr some time aSter the moon 
has passed M or N. This observation, therefore, is 
80 far from overturning our system, that it tends 
strongly to confirm it. 

There is no room to doubt that the power which 
has a tendency to raise the sea must precede its 
greatest elevation, nay, that a considerable time 
must intervene, as the water must flow thither from 
places very remote, that is, from places where the 
water must be low, while it is high at A. If the 
water has to pass through straits, or has its current 
otherwise obstructed, high water will be still more 
retarded ; and if in the ocean it is high water at A 
two hours after the moon has passed M or N, it will 
not be at the height in narrow and bounded seas for 
three hours or more : and this perfectly agrees with 
daily observation. 

nth October J 1760. 
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Tfie same Subject continued. 

It is no longer, then, a matter of doubt, that the 
fhix and reflux of the sea is caused by the attractive 
power of the moon. But there remains one difficulty 
mOre to be removed : Why is the motion of the sea 
much more considerable at the time of new and full 
moon than at the quarters 1 If the moon were 
nearer the earth when she is new, or full, than 
when she is in her quarters, there would be no diffi- 
culty in the question, as her proximity would in- 
crease her power. But though the moon approaches 
^e earth sometimes more, sometimes less, the dif- 
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ference is always too small to occasion a change so 
considerable in the flux and reflux of the sea. 

Besides, this difference is not regulated by the 
new and full moon; and it may happen that the 
moon, in the intermediate quarters, should be nearer 
to us than when she is new or full. We must have 
recourse, therefore, to another cause capable of in- 
creasing the flux and reflux of the sea at the new 
and ful] moon, and of diminishing it at the interme- 
diate quarters. 

The system of attraction shows us at flrst, that it 
is the action of the sun which, joined to that of the 
moon, furnishes a complete solution to all the phe- [ 
nomena presented to us by the flux and reflux of the i 
sea. Indeed, all that I have said respecting the ; 
power which the moon exercises on the sea is 
equally applicable to the sun, whose attractive power 
acts likewise unequally on all the parts of the 
earth, according as they are more or less remote 
from him. The attraction of the sun is even much 
more intense than that of the moon, as it chiefly 
regulates the motion of the earth, and carries it 
round its orbit. 

As to the motion which he communicates to the 
sea, it depends on the inequality of that action, with 
relation to the different points of the surface of the 
earth, which are more or less attracted towards the 
sun than its centre — as I have already shown you, 
in explaining the effect of the moon. If aU the parts 
of the earth were attracted equally, no change in 
their mutual situation would take place. But though 
the power of the sun be much greater than that of 
the moon, the inequality, with relation to different 
parts of the earth, is nevertheless smaller^ on account 
of the great distance of the sun, which is 400 times 
farther from us than the moon. The difference of 
the power with which the centre of the earth, and 
the pNOints of its surface, are attracted towards the 
sun, is therefore very small ; and from calcinations 
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which are the principal points of the system of 
attraction. 

It is supposed in this system, that all bodies mu- 
tually attract each other in the ratio of their mass, 
and relatively to their distance, in conformity to a 
law already explained. The satisfactory manner in 
which most of the phenomena in nature are ac- 
counted for proves that this supposition is founded 
in truth; and that the attraction which different 
bodies exercise upon each other may be considered 
as a most undoubted fact. It now remains that we 
' inquire into the cause of these attractive powers ; 
but this research belongs rather to the province of 
metaphysics than of mathematics. I dare not 
therefore flatter myself with the prospect of abso- 
lute success in the prosecution of it. 

As it is certain that any two bodies whatever are 
attracted to each other, the question is, What is the 
cause of this attraction 1 On this point philosophers 
are divided. The English maintain that attraction 
is a property essential to all the bodies in nature, 
and that these bodies, hurried along by an irresist- 
ible propensity, tend mutually to approach, as if they 
were impelled by feeling. 

Other philosophers consider this opinion as ab- 
surd, and contrary to the principles of a rational 
philosophy. They do not deny the fact : they even 
admit that powers exist which are the causes of the 
reciprocal tendency of bodies towards each other : 
but they maintain, tnat they are foreign to the bodies ; 
that they belong to the ether, or the subtile matter . 
which surrounds them, and that bodies may be put 
in motion by the ether, just as we see that a body 
plunged into a fluid receives several impressions 
from it. Thus, according to the first, the cause of 
the attraction resides in the bodies themselves, and 
is essential to their nature ; and according to the 
last, it is out of the bodies, and in the fluid which 
surrounds them. In this case, the term attraction 
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cally opposite to the first. The flux and reflux 
must therefore be greater at new and full moon 
than at the first and last quarters. For then the 
power of the sun is exerted to lower the waters, and 
that of the moon to raise them. It is evident, there- 
fore, that at these seasons the flux and reflux must 
be less considerable: and actual observation con- 
firms it. 

It might be still further demonstrated by calcula- 
tion, that the efiect of the moon, or of the sun, is 
somewhat greater when these bodies are at the 
equator, or equally distant from the two poles of the 
globe : which happens at the time of the equinoxes, 
towards the end of the months of March and Septem- 
ber. It is found, too, that at that time the tides are 
strongest. It follows, beyond all doubt, then, that 
the tides, or the flux and reflux of the sea, are 
caused by the attractive power of the moon and of 
the sun, masmuch as these powers act unequally on 
the different parts of the sea. The happy explana- 
tion of this phenomenon, which had so dreadfully 
perplexed the ancients, is a complete confirmation 
of the system of attraction, or of universal gravita- 
tion, on which is founded the motion of all the 
heavenly bodies. 

Uth October, 1760. 
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• More particular Account of the Dispute respecting 

Universal (Gravitation, 

HAvme given you a general but exact idea of 
the powers which produce the principal phenomena 
of the universe, and on which are founded the 
motions of all the heavenly bodies, it is of import- 
ance to consider with more attention those powers 

Vol. I.— U 
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which are the principal points of the system of 
attraction. 

It is supposed in this system, that all bodies mu- 
tually attract each other in the ratio of their mass, 
and relatively to their distance, in conformity to a 
law already explained. The satisfactory, manner in 
which most of the phenomena in nature are ac- 
counted for proves that this supposition is founded 
in truth; and that the attraction which different 
bodies exercise upon each other may be considered 
as a most undoi^ted fact. It now remains that we 
inquire into the caus6 of these attractive powers; 
but this research belongs ratlier to the province of 
metaphysics than of mathematics. I dare not 
therefore flatter myself with the prospect of abso- 
lute success in the prosecution of it. 

As it is certain that any two bodies whatever are 
attracted to each other, the question is, What is the 
cause of this attraction 1 On this point philosophers 
are divided. The English maintain that attraction 
is a property essential to all the bodies in nature, 
and that these bodies, hurried along by an irresist- 
ible propensity, tend mutually to approach, as if they 
were impelled by feeling. 

Other philosophers consider this opinion as ab- 
surd, and contrary to the principles of a rational 
philosophy. They do not deny the fact : they even 
admit that powers exist which are the causes of the 
reciprocal tendency of bodies towards each other : 
but they maintain, that they are foreign to the bodies ; 
that they belong to the ether, or the subtile matter . 
which surrounds them, and that bodies may be put 
in motion by the ether, just as we see that a body 
plunged into a fluid receives several impressions 
from it. Thus, according to the first, the cause of 
the attraction resides in the bodies themselves, and 
is essential to their nature; and according to the 
last, it is out of the bodies, and in the fluid whidi 
surrounds them. In this case, the term attraction 
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would be improper ; and we must rather say that 
bodies are impelled towards each other. But as the 
effect is the same whether two bodies are recipro- 
cally impelled or attracted, the word attraction 
need not give offence, provided it is not pretended 
by that term to determine the nature itself of the 
cause. 

To avoid all confusion which might result from 
this mode of expression, it ought rather to be said 
that bodies move.as if they mutually attracted each 
other. This would not decide whether the powers 
which act on bodies reside in the bodies themselves 
or out of them ; and this manner of speaking might 
thus suit both parties. Let us confine ourselves to 
the bodies which we meet with on the surface of 
the earth. 

Every one readily admits, that all these would 
faU downwards, unless they were supported. Now, 
the question turns on the real cause of this fall. 
Some say that it is the earth which attracts these 
bodies, by an inherent power natural to it ; others, 
that it is the ether, or some other subtile or invisiUe 
matter, which impels the body downwards v so that 
the effect is, nevertheless, the same in both cases. 
This last o^nion is most satisfactory to those who 
are fond of clear principles in philosophy, as they 
do not see how two bodies at a distance can act 
upon each other, if there be nothing between them. 
The others have recourse to the diviue Omnipotence, 
and maintain that God has endowed all bodies with 
a power of mutual attraction. 

Though it be dangerous to venture on a dispute 
concerning the limits of Divine power, it is never- 
theless certain that if attraction were an immediate 
work of that power, without being founde<^ in the na- 
ture of bodiesyvthis would be the same thing as say- 
ing that God imn^ediately impels bodies towards each 
other, and this would amount to a perpetual miracle. 

Let us suppose that before the creation of the 
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world God had created only two bodies, at a dis- 
tance from each other ; that nothing absolutely ex- 
isted out of them, and that they were in a state of 
rest ; would it be possible for the one to approach 
the other, or that they should have a propensity to 
approach! How could the one feel the other at a 
i distance? Whence could arise the desire of ap- 
\ proaching ? These are perplexing questions. But 
I if you suppose that the mtermediate space is filled 
> with a subtile matter, we can comprehend at once 
( that this matter may act upon the bodies, by impel* 
\ ling them : the effect would be the same as if they 
i possessed a power of mutual attraction. 
X Now, as we know that the whole space which 
separates the heavenly bodies is filled with a subtle 
matter, called ether, it seems more reasonable to as- 
cribe the mutual attraction of bodies to an action 
which the ether exercises upon them, though its 
manner of acting may be unknown to us, rather than 
to have recourse to an unintelligible property. 

Ancient philosophers satisfied themselves with 
explaining the phenomena of nature from qualities 
which they called occult, saying, for example, that 
opium causes sleep, from an occult quality, which 
disposes it to procure sleep. This was saying just - 
i^othing, or rather was an attempt to conceal i^o- 
rance. We ought, therefore, hkewise to consider 
attractiori as an occult quality, in as far as it is given 
for a property essential to bodies. But as the idea 
of all occult qualities is now banished from philoso^ 
phy, attraction ought not to be considered in thia 
sense.* 

IStk October, 1760. 

* Tbe reaaoning of the learned author in th}« Letter is obTiously very 
deficient in cogency or poinl The quality, or modus operandi^ of hia 
eCber in bringing the two bodies together, appears to be as occult as the 

SaXMy oT attraction. It isdi/ficult to perceive why a circumambient ether 
ould have a greater tendency to bring two bodies together than it has 
10 Mparate them, or why its effect should be similar to attraction any 
mon ttun to lepulsion.— ilm. £1 
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Nature and Essence of Bodies; or Extension, Mobility^ 
and Impenetrabiiity of Body. 

The metaphysical disquisition, Whether bodies i 
may be endowed with an internal power of attract- 
ing each other, without beihg impelled by an exter- 
nsd force, cannot be terminated till vfe have exam- 
ined more particularly the nature of body in gene- 
ral. As this subject is of the last importance, not < 
only in mathematics and physics, but in every branch ; 
of philosophy, you must permit me to go into a more ] 
particular detail of it. i 

First, it is asked, What is body 1 However absurd ^ 
this question may appear, as no one is ignorant of 
the difference between what is body and what is 
not, it is, however, difficult to ascertain the real 
•characters which constitute the nature of bodies. ^ 
The Cartesians say it consists in extension, and that 
whatever is extended is a body. They clearly un- 
derstand that extension has in this case three dimen- 
inons^ and that a single dimension, or extension in 
length only, gives only a line ; and that two dimen- 
sions, length and breadth, form only a surface, which 
«till is not a body. To constitute a body, therefore, 
we must have three dimensions, and every body 
must have length, breadth, and depth or thickness ; 
in other words, an extension in three dimensions. 

But it is asked, at the same time, if every thing ' 
which has extension is a body. This must be. the 
case if the definition of Descartes be just. The idea ; 
which the vulgar form of spectrfes contains exten- 
sion ; it is, however, denied that they are bodies. 
Though this idea be purely imaginary, it serves to 
prove, however, thjat something may have extension 
without being a body. Besides, the idea which we 
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haye of space contains, undoubtedly, an extension 
with three dimensions. It is admitted, nevertheless, 
that space alone is not a body ; it only furnishes the 
place which bodies occupy and fill. 

Let us suppose that alt those things which are at 
present in my apartment, air and every thing, were 
annihilated by tne divine Omnipotence, there would 
remain still in the apartment the same length, 
breadth, and height, but without a body in it. Here, 
then, is the possibility of an extension that shall 
not be a body. Such a space, without body in it, is 
called a yacuum ; a vacuum, then, is extension with- 
out body. 

' It may likewise be said, according to the yulgar 
superstition, that a spectre has extension^ but that 
body or corporality iS^Unting to it. It is clear, 
then, that extension is not sufficient to constitute a 
body, — that something more is necessary ; hence it 
follows that the definition of the Cartesians is not 
exact. But what more is necessary, besides exten- 
sion, to constitute a body 1 The answer is, mobil- 
ity, or the possibility of . being put in motion ; for, 
though a body be at rest, whatever may be the causes 
which preserve it in that state, it would, however, be 
possible to move it, provided the powers applied to 
it were sufficient. By this, space is excluded from 
the class of bodies, as we see that space, which 
only serves to receive bodies, remains immoveable, 
whatever motion the bodies that it contain may 
have. 

It is likewise said that, by the help of motion, 
bodies are transported from one place to another ; 
by which we are given to imderstand that the places 
and space remain unchangeable. My apartment, 
however, with the vacuum which I have above sup- 
posed, might undoubtedly be moved, and actually is 
80, as it follows the motion which carries round the 
earth itself; here, then, is a vacuum in motion, with- 
out being a body. The vulgar superstition, too, be- 
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stows motion on spectres ; and this is sufficient to 
prove that the power of being moved and extension 
alone do not constitute the nature of bodies. Some- 
thing more is wanting ; there most be matter to con- 
stitute a body, or rather, it is this which distinguishes 
a real body from simple extension, or from a spectre. 

Here, then, we are reduced to explain what is to 
be understood by the term mattery without which ex- 
tension cannot be body. Now, the signification of 
these two terms is so much the same, that all body 
is matter, and all matter is body ; so that even now 
we have made no great progress. We easily dis- 
cover, however, a general character, inseparable 
irom an matter, and consequently pertaining to all 
^bodies ; it is impenetrabiliti/, the impossibility of being 
penetrated by other bodies, or the impossibility that 
two bodies should occupy the same place at once. 
In truth, impenetrability is what a vacuum wants in 
orddr to be a body. 

(t will perhaps be objected, that the hand may be 
•easily moved throu<Th air and through water, which 
are nevertheless acknowledged bodies ; these, then, 
must be penetrable bodies, and consequently impene- 
trability is not an inherent character of all bodies. 
But it is worthy of remark, that when you plunge 
your hand into water, the particles of the water 
make way for your hand, and that tliere is no water 
in the space which your hand occupies. If the 
hand could move through the water while that fluid 
-did not make room for it, but remained in the place 
whicH the hand occupied, then it would be penetra- 
ble ; but it is evident, this is not the case. Bodies, 
then, are impenetrable : a body, therefore, always 
excludes from the place which it occupies every 
other body ; and as soon as a body enters into any 
place, it is absolutely necessary that the body which 
occupied it before should leave it. This is the sense 
"Which we must affix to the term impenetrability* 

fiUt October, 1760. 
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Impenetrability of Bodies* 

f 

Tbi instance of a spnnge will perhaps be prcv 
dnced as an objection to the impenetrability of 
bodies, which plunged into water appears completely 
penetrated by it. But the particles of the spunge 
are very far from being so, in such a manner as that 
one particle of the water should occupy the same 
place with one particle of the spunge. We know 
that spunge is a very porous body ; and that before 
it is put into the water its pores are filled with air ; 
as soon as the water enters into the pores of the 
spunge the air is expelled, and disengages itself 
under the form of little bubbles ; so that in this case 
no penetration takes place, neither of the air by the 
water, nor of the water by the air, as this last always 
makes its escape from the place into which the 
water enters. 

It is, then, a general and essential property of all 
bodies to be impenetrable; and consecjuently the 
justness of this definition must be admitted, that a 
body is an impenetrable extension; as not only all 
bodies are extended and impenetrable, but likewise 
reciprocally, as that which is at the same time ex- 
tended and impenetrable is beyond contradiction a 
body. Vacuum is accordingly excluded from the 
class of bodies ; for thpugh it has extension, it wants 
impenetrability; and wherever we meet with a 
vacuum, there bodies may be introduced without 
thrusting any thing out of its place. 

We must attempt to remove another difficulty 
nised against the impenetrabiUty of bodies. There 
are, say the objectors, bodies which admit of com- 
pression into a smaller space : as, for example, wool. 
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and especially air, which it is possible to reduce 
into a space a thousand times smaller than what it 
occupies. It appears, then, that the different parti- 
cles of air are reduced in the same place, and that 
^consequently they mutually penetrate. , . 

There is, however, nothing in this ; for the air { ; 
too is a body or a substance full of empty pores, or 
filled with that fluid, incomparably more subtile, 
which we call tther. In the first case no penetration 
w^ ensue, as the particles of air only approach 
nearer to each other according as the yacuum is 
diminished ; and in the other case, the ether finds a 
sufficiency of small passages by which to escape as 
the particles of the air approach each other, but all 
the while without any mutual penetration. For this 
reason it is necessary to employ a greater force 
mhen we want to compress the air more ; and if the 
■tax were compressed to such a degree that its mi- 
nute particles touched each other, we could not 
carry the compression farther, because, were it pos- 
sible, the minute particles of the air must mutually 
penetrate. 

It is, then, a necessary and fundamental law in |} 
nature, that no two bodies can penetrate each other,! | 
or occupy the same place at once ; and it is in con-i ' 
formity to ihis principle that we must look fot the 
real source of all the motions which we observe in 
all bodies and of the changes which befall t^em. 
As two bodies cannot continue their motion without 
penetrating each other, it is absolutely necessary 
that the one should give place to the other. If, then, 
two bodies are moving in the same line, the one to* 
the left, the other to the right, as it frequently hap- 
P|ens at billiards, if each were to continue its mo- 
tion they must mutually penetrate ; but this being 
impossible, as soon as they come to touch a shock 
.takes place, by which the motion of each body is 
almost instantly changed; and this shock is pro- 
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duced in nature only to prevent penetration. Tine 
motion of eacti body is precisely changed no further 
than is necessary to prevent all penetration ; and in 
this consists the real cause of all the changes which 
happen in the world. 

When all these changes are attentively considered, 
they are found always to take place in order to pre- 
vent some penetration, which without these changes 
must have ensued. At the moment I am writing, I 
observe that if the paper were penetrable, tibe pen 
would pass freely into it without writing ; but as the 
paper sustains the pressure of my pen moistened 
with ink, it receives from it some particles which 
form these letters, which could not happen if bodies 
penetrated each other. 

This property of all bodies, known by the term 
imvenetrabUiti/f is then not only of the last importance 
relatively to every branch of human knowledge, but 
we may consider it as the master-spring which na- 
ture sets a-going in order to produce dl her won- 
ders. It merits, then, an attentive examination, in 
order that we may be enabled to explain more clearly 
the nature of bodies, and the pnnciples of every 
species of movement commonly called laws of 
motion, 

25th October, 1760. 



LETTER LXXI. 

Of the Motion of Bodies^ real and apparent. 

All bodies are at rest or in motion. However 
evident this distinction may be, it is almost impos- 
sible to judge whether a body is in the one state or 
in the other. The paper which I see on my table 
seems to me really at rest ; but when I reflect that 
the whole earth is moving with that astonishing 
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Telocity which I explained in a former Letter,* my 
house, my table, and the paper must absolutely be 
carried along with the same, rapidity. Thus every 
thing that seems to be at rest has in reahty the same 
motion as the earth. 

We must therefore distinguish between two kinds '^ 
of rest ; the one absolute, the other apparent. Ab- ; 
solute rest takes place when a body remains con- ^ 
stantly in the same place, not with relation to the | 
earth, but with relation to the universe. If the fixed 
stars remained always in the same place of the uni- 
verse, they would be at rest, though they seem to 
move very rapidly ; but as we are not certain of it, 
we must not pretend to affirm that the fixed stars 
are in a state of absolute rest. 

A body is said to be in a state of apparent rest 
when it preserves the same situation on the earth. 
It is likewise to be presumed that these terms, rest 
and motion, have been introduced into language to 
mark rather appearances than truth; and in this 
sense I affirm, without hesitation, that my table is at 
rest as well as the whole «arth ; and that the sun 
and the fixed stars are in motion, and that a very~l 
rapid motion, although they are really at rest. We 
should, therefore, be ascribing strange and purely 
metaphysical ideas to these expressions, if we un- 
derstood by them absolute rest or motion ; and it is 
absurd to employ, as some persons do, passages of 
the Holy Scriptures to prove that the earth is at "^ 
rest, and the sun in motion. 

Language is formed for general use, and philoso- 
phers are under the necessity of forming a particular 
language for themselves. As we are incapable to 
judge of absolute rest, it is very natural for us to 
consider those bodies as at rest which preserve the 
same situation relatively to the earth, as it is very 
probable the inhabitants of other planets likewise 

•iiit«rIL 
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form their judgment of rest from the same sitaation 
.relatively to their respective planet. 

We observe, that navigators consider as at rest 
the objects which preserve the same situation rela- 
tively to their vessel/and that the coasts which they 
discover appear to them to be in motion ; and no one 
thinks of finding fault with their using the common 
modes of expression. There is, therefore, a great 
difference between rest and motion, real or absohite, 
and between rest and motion apparent, or relative to 
a body, considered'at the time as in a state of rest, 
though perhaps it may be in motion. The principles 
or laws of motion refer chiefly to the absolute state 
of bodies, that is, to their rest or motion, real or 
absolute. In order to discover these laws, we begin 
with considering a body singly and abstractedly from 
all others. 

This hypothesis, though it never can take place, is 
in reality very proper to assist us in distinguishing 
what is operated by the nature of body itself, from 
that whicn other bodies are capable of operating 
upon it. 

Let a body then be alone, and at rest ; it may be 
asked, WiU it continue at rest, or will it begin to 
move ) As there is no reason which should incline 
it to move to one side rather than to another, it is 
concluded that it would remain always at rest. The 
same thing must happen on the supposition of the 
existence of other bodies, provided they do not act 
on the body in question ; hence results this funda- 
mental law : When a body is once in a state of rest, 
and nothing external acts upon it, it will remain always 
in that state ; and if it hegin to move, the cause of mo^ 
tian would be out of it, so tJtat there is nothing in the, 
body itself which is capable of putting it in motum. 
When, therefore, we see a body which has been at 
vest begin to move, we may rest assured that this, 
motion has been occasioned by an exterior power, 
as there is nothing in the body itself capable of put- 
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ting it ia motion ; and if it were alone, and cut 
from all communication with otlier bodies, it would 
remain always at rest. 

However well founded this law may be, and how- 
ever entitled to rank with geometrical truths, there 
are persons little accustomed to profound investiga* 
tion who pretend that it is contradicted by expe- \ 
rience. They allege the example of a thread to which j 
a stone is appended ; the stone is at rest, but falls { 
the moment that the thread is cut. It is certain, : 
say they, that the action by which the thread is cut ! 
is not capable of making the stone move ; the stone, 1 
therefore, must fall by a power which is proper to ; 
itself, and internal. \ 

The fact is certain ; but it is evident, at the samet i | 
time, that gravity is the cause of the descent, and 1 1 j 
not an internal power in the stone. ^ / 

They say, further, that gravity may be an intrinsic 
power, attached to tiie nature of the stone; on 
which it must be remarked, that gravity is produced 
either by a subtile matter or by the attraction of the 
earth. In the first case, it certainly is that subtile 
matter which causes the descent of the stone ; in 
the second, which appears favourable to our oppo- 
nents, it can. with no propriety be affirmed that the 
stone descends by aq intrinsic power ; it is rather 
the earth which contains the cause of it, and which 
produces the descent of the stone by its attractive 
power ; for if the ^arthdid not exist, or were deprived 
of its attractive power, they admit that the stone 
would not descend. 

It is certain, therefore, that the cause of the de- 
scent does not reside in the stone itself: the cai^se 
then is always extrinsic, whether it be in the subtile 
matter or in the earth, supposing it to be .endowed 
with an attractive power, as the partisans of attrac- 
tion pretend. This difficulty being removed, the law 
which I have laid down subsists in full force — namely, 
that a body, onoe at rest, will always remain so, un- 

Vol. I.— X 
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less it be put in motion by some foreign cause. Thic^ 
law must take place, provided the body has been at 
rest J)ut a single instant, though it "was in motion im- 
mediately before ; and wheh once reduced to a state 
of rest, it will alwayd presetvethat st^te, unless some 
foreign cause intervene to piit it again in motion. 
This principle being the foundation of all mechanics, 
it was necessary for me to establish it with all pos- 
sible precision. 
28^ October, 1700. 



LETTER LXXII, 

Of Uniform^ Accelerated, and Retarded Motion, 

I luETURN to the case of a body placed in such a 
manner as to have no connexion with any other. 
Let us suppose it to have received some motion, 
from whatever cause ; it remains that we inquire, 
What will afterward happen to it ? Will it continue 
to move ? or will it Suddenly return to a state of 
rest ; or after some time 1 You must be sensible, 
that this is an inquiry of some importance, and that 
all our researches respecting the motion of bodies 
depend upon it. Let us examine if, by means 6f 
reasoning, we are able to resolve it. 

A body is at rest as long as it and all its parts 
remain in the same place ; and it is in motion when 
that body, or some of its parts only^ pass from one 
place to another. Now, there are twoihings to be 
considered in motion, the direction and the velocity. 
The direction is the place towards which the body 
is carried, and the velocity is the space, greater w 
less, through which it moves in a certain time. I 
am persuaded you have already juster ideas of this 
than I could communicate by the most ample expla- 
nation. 1 remark only, that as long as a body pre- 
serves the same direction, it moves in a straight line 
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-—and reciprocally, as long as a body moves in a 
straight line, it preserves the same direction; but 
when it moves in a curve, it is continuaUy changing 
its position. 
If a boc^, then, Fig, 36, moves in the curve ABO; 

Fig. 36. 




when it is at A^ its'direction is the small line A a; 
when it is at' B, its direction is the small line B h ; 
and at C, the small line C c. Let these small lines 
be produced ; the continuations of which are marked 
by the straight dotted lines A L, B M, C N ; and it 
will be affirmed, that when the body passes through 
A, its direction is the straight line A L, because^ if 
the body preserved the same direction which it had 
at A, it would move in the straight line A L. It is 
evident, then, that it moves in the curve only in so 
far as it is continually changing its direction. And 
when it arrives at B and at 0, the direction from 
which it deviates is expressed by the straight lines 
B M and C N. 

A body preserves the same velocity in its motion 
as long as it moves through equal spaces in ^qual 
times. This motion is cs^ed uniform. Thus, for 
example, if a body moves in such a manner as always 
to piTOceed ten feet during every second, we call this 
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motion uniform. If another body proceeds twenty 
feet in a second, its motion too would be uniform, 
but its Telocity woidd be twice as great as that of 
the preceding. 

From what I have just said of the uniform itr of 
motion, it is easy to comprehend what is not uniform 
motion ; for when the yelocityof a body is not equal, 
its motion is not uniform. When the velocity of* a 
body goes on increasing, its motion is said to be 
accelerated; and when it is continually diminishing, 
we say it is retarded. In this last case, the veloci^ 
may come to be retarded to such a degree that the 
boiy shall at length come to a state ofrest. 

Having made these remarks on the velocity and 
direction of moving bodies, I return to the case of a 
solitary body, which I suppose to be put in motion 
by any cause whatever. As soon as it has begun to 
move, it must have acquired a certain direction, and 
a certain velocity : and the question is, WiU it after- 
ward preserve the same direction and the same . 
velocity ; or will it undergo some alteration ? We 
cannot affirm that it wiU be reduced to a state of rest 
in an instant,, for in this case it could not have had 
any motion, all motion supposing duration, however 
short. Now, as long as the motion lasts, it i9 cer- 
tain that the direction will remain the same. 

In truth, it is impossible to conceive why the body 
should go out of its road, to one side rather than to 
another ; and as nothing comes to pass without rea- 
son, it follows that the body in question wiU always 
persevere in the same direction, or that its motion 
will proceed in a straight line, which is a great step 
made towards the decision of the question. 

It is likewise maintained that the velocity of the 
body of which I speak cannot change, for in that 
case it must either increase or diminish: and no 
reason can be assigned capable of producing this 
change. Hence it is concluded, that tills body will 
always continue to move with the same velocity, 
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and in the same direction, or that it will proceed 
continually in the directioil of a straight line, with- 
out ever deviating from it, and always with equal 
speed. This motion will be performed, then, a]wa3r8 
in a straight Une, and with an equal velocity, without 
ever being slackened or retarded ; the body, there- 
fore, will never be reduced to a state of rest. 

What has been said of a body, which I have stap* 
posed solitary, would happen in like manner to our 
globe, if no other bodies had any influence upon it ; 
for then it would be the same thing as if they did not 
exist. The question, then, is resolved. A body in 
motion will always preserve it in the same direction, 
and with the same velocity, unless some external 
cause interpose capable of altering its motion. So 
long, therefore, as a body is not subject to the action 
of some external cause, it will remain at rest, if it 
has once been in a state of rest ; or will be moved 
in the direction of a straight line, and alMrays with 
the same velocity, if it has once been put in motion ; 
and this is the first and principal law of nature, on 
which the whole science of motion must be founded. 

From it we deduce at once this conclusion, that as 
often as we see a body which was at rest put in 
motion, or a body moving in a curve line, or whose 
velocity changes, it is certain that an external cause 
acts upon it. No change can possibly take place 
either as to direction or velocity, but what is the 
operation of a foreign cause. 

lit November, 1760. 



LETTER LXXIII. 

Principal Law of Motion and Rest. Disputes of Phi- 
iosopkers on the Subject, . 

With whatever solidity this principle is estah- 
lished« that every body put in motion continues to 

X2 
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had there been no external cause which tended to 
destroy the motion, we should have been under the 
necessity of abandoning our principle. 

But if we attend to every thing, we shall find so 
many obstacles opposed to the motion, that we need 
no ionger Wonder it should be so speedily extin- 
guished. In fact, it is first the friction on the billiard- 
table which diminishes the motion of the ball, for it 
cannot advance without rubbing against the cloth. 
Again, the air, being a substance, causes likewise a 
resistance capable of diminishing the motion of 
bodies. To be convinced of this, you have only 
to move vour hand rabidly through the air. It is 
evident, theii, that in the case of the billiard-table, 
it is the friction and the i;esistance of the air which 
counteract the motion of the ball, and soon reduce 
it to a state of rest. 

Now, these causes are external, and it is easily 
comprehensible, that but for these obstacles mo 
motion of the ball must have always continued. The 
same reasoning is applicable to machines of all 
kinds, in which the friction which acts, on the dif- 
ferent parts is so considerable, that it is visibly a 
very sufficient cause of soon reducing the machine 
to rest. 

Having, then, discovered the real causes wWch 
produce, in the cases alleged, the extinction of mo- 
tion, and that these causes are external, and not re- 
sident in the moving body, it is evidently false, that 
bodies have in their nature a propensity to rest. Our 
principle, therefore, subsists in full force, and even 
acquires additional strength from the preceding ob- 
jections. Every body, then, always preseYves the 
motioti which it has once received, unless foreign 
causes interpose to change the direction, or the velo- 
city, or both at once. And thus we have got rid of 
one phalanx of the adversaries who combat our prin- 
ciple. 

The other is more formidable, for they are no less 
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than the celebrated Wolffian philosophers. They d<x 
not indeed openly declare against our principle, usly 
they even express much respect for it; but they ad- 
vice others wluch directly oppose it. 

They maintain, that all bodies, in virtue of their 
nature, are making continual efforts to change their 
state ; that is, when they are at rest, they make an 
effort to move.; and, if they are in motion, make con- 
tinual efforts to change their, velocity and direction. 
They allege nothing in proof of this assertion, except 
certain crude reasonings, drawn from their system of 
metaphysics, which I shall hereafter take occasion to 
la}r before you. I only remark, at present, that this 
opinion is contradicted by the principle which we 
have so firmly established ; and by experience, which 
is in perfect conformity with it. 

In fact, if it be true that a body at rest remains, 
in virtue of its nature, in that, state, it must be un- 
doubtedly false that it should make, in virtue of its 
nature, continual efforts to change its state. And if 
it be true that a body in motion preserves, in virtue 
of its nature, this motion, in the same direction, and 
with the same velocity, it is impossible that the same 
body should, in virtue of its naturie, be making con- 
tinual efforts to change its motion. 

These philosophers, in attempting to maintain, at 
Ihe same time, the true principle of motion, and then 
own absurd opinion, have fallen into self-contradic- 
lion, and thereby subverted their own system. It is 
therefore placed beyond the reach of dispide, that 
our principle is founded in the very nature of body, 
and that whatever is contrary to it ought to be 
banished from sound philosophy ; and this same prin- 
ciple enables us to clear it of certain subtUties in 
which it has been involved. 

This principle is commonly expressed in the Jwo 
following propositions: First, A body once at rest 
will remain eternally at rest, unless it he put in motion hy 
^rnie external or foreign cause : Secondly, A body ona 
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in motimi toiil preserve it eternally, m the same direc- 
tUnif and with the same velocity ; or will proceed with a 
uniform motion, in a straight line, unless it is disturbed 
by some external or foreign cause. In these two propo- 
sitions consists the foundation of the whole science 
of motion called mechanics. 
4th November, 1760. 



LETTER LXXIV. 

Cf the Inertia of Bodies : Of Powers* 

As we say that a body, so long as it is at rest, re* 
mains in the same state, so we likewise say of a 
body in motion, that as long as it moyes in the same 
direction, and with the same velocity, it remains in 
the same state. To continue in the same state, then, 
signifies nothing more than to remain at rest, or to 
preserve the same motion. 

This manner of speaking has been introduced for 
the purpose of expressing more succinctly our grand 
principle, that every body, in virtue of its nature, 
preserves itself in the same state till an extraneous 
cause come to disturb it~7-that is, to put the body in 
motion when at rest, or to derange its motion. 

It must not be imagined that a body, in order to 
preserve the same state, must remain in the same 
place; this, indeed, is the case when the body is at 
rest ] iiuX when it moves with the same velocity,,ahd 
in the same direction, we say, equally, that it coiir 
tinues in the same state, though it is every instant 
changhig its place. It was necessary to maJiLe thk 
remark, to prevent the possibility of confounding 
change of place with that of state. If it be now 
asked, Why bodies continue in the same state ? the 
answer must be, that this is in virtue of their pecu- 
liar nature. 

All bodies, in as far as they are composed of mat- 
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teiv ha¥6 the property of remaining in the same 
state, if they are not drawn out of it by some .exter- 
nal cause. This, then, is a property founded on 
the nature pf bodies, by which they endeavour to 
preserve theinselves in the same state, whether of 
rest or motion. This quality, with which all bodies 
are endowed, and which is essential to th,em, is called 
inertia, and it enters as necessarily into their consti- 
tution as extension and impenetrability — ^to such a 
Aevjee, that it would be impossiUe for a body to 
exist, divested of this inertia. 

This term was ^rst introduced into philosophy by 
those who maintained that all bodies nave a propen- 
sity to rest. They considered bodies as somewhat 
resembling indolent persons, who prefer rest to ex-, 
ertion, and ascribed to bodies an aversion to moti^nj 
similar to that which sluggards have for labour ; the 
term inertia signifying nearly the same thing as slug-^' 
gishness. But though the falseness of this opinion 
has been since detected, and though it is certain that 
bodies remain equally in their state of motion as in 
that of ^est, yet the term inertia has been still re- 
tained, to denote in general the property of all bodies 
to continue in the same state, whether of rest or of 
motion. 

The exact idea of inertia, therefore, is a repug- 
nance to every thing Htat has a tendency to change 
the state of bodies ; for as a body, in virtue of its 
uature, preserves the same state of motion, or of rest, 
and cannot be drawn out of it but by external causes, 
it follows, that in order to a body's changing its 
state, it must be forced out of it by some external 
cause; without which it would always continue in 
the same state. Hence it is that we give to this 
external cause the name of power or force. It is a 
term in common use, though many by whom it is 
employed have but a very imperfect idea pf it. 

From what I have just, said, you will see that the 
word force signifies every thing that is capable of 
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changing the state of bodies. Thus, when a body 
which has been at rest is put in motion, it is a force 
which produces this effect ; and when a body in mo- 
tion changes its direction, or velocity, it is likewise 
a force which produces this change. Every change 
of direction, or of velocity, in the motion of a body, 
requires either an increase or a diminution of force. 
Such force, therefore, is always out of the body 
whose state is changed ; for we have seen, that a 
body left to itself preserves always the same state, 
unless a force from without acts upon it. 

Now, the inertia by which a body tends to preserve 
itself in the same state exists in the body itself, and 
is an essential property of it ; when, therefore, an 
external force changes the state of any body, the 
inertia which would maintain it in the same state 
opposes itself to the action of that force ; and hence 
we comprehend, that the inertia is a quality suscep- 
tible of measurement, or that the inertia of one 
body may be greater or less than that of another 
body. 

Bat bodies are endowed with this inertia in as far 
as they contain matter. It is even by the inertia^ 
or the resistance which they oppose to every change 
of stale, that we judge of the quantity of a body; 
inertia of a body, accordingly, is greater in propor- 
tion to the quantity of matter which it contains. 
Hence we conclude, that it requires a greater force 
to change the state of a great bpdy, than that of a 
small one ; and we go on to conclude, that the great 
body contains more matter than the small one. It 
may even be affirmed that this single circumstance, 
the inertia, renders matter sensible to us. 

It is evident, then, that the inertia is susceptible 
of measurement, and that is the same with the 
quantity of matter which a body contains ; as we de- 
nominate likewise the quantity of matter in a body 
its mass, the measure of the mertia is the same aa 
that of the mass. 
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To this, then, is reduced our knowle<j^e of bodies 
in general. First, we know that all bodies have an 
extension of tluree dimensions ; secondly, that they 
are impenetrable ; and hence results their general 
property, ^own by the name of inertia^ by which 
they preserve themselves in their state ; that is| 
when a body is at rest, b]^ its inertia it remains so ; 
uid when it is in motion, it is likewise by its inertia 
that it continues to move with the same velocity, 
and in the same direction ; and this preservation of 
the same state lasts till some external cause inter- 
pose to produce change in it. As ofteA as the state 
of a body changes, we must never look for the cause 
of such change in the body itself; it exists always 
out of the body, and this is the just idea which we 
must form of a power or force. 

%th November^ 1760. 



LETTER LXXV. 

Changes which may take place in the State o/Bptties, 

Thk fundamental principle of mechanics, with the 
idea of inertia which I have endeavoured to explain, 
enables us to reason on solid ground respecting va- 
rious i^enomena presented to us in nature. On 
seeing a body in motion, which should proceed uni- 
formly in a straight line, that is, which should pre- 
serve the same direction, and the same velocity, 
we would say, that the cause of this continuation of 
motion is not to be found ont of the body, but that 
it is founded in its very nature, and that, in virtue 
of its inertia^ it remains always in the same state ; 
as we would say, were the body at rest, that this 
took place in virtue of its inertia. 

We would likewise be right in saying that this 
bodjr undergoes no action from «iy external cause ; 
or, if any such existed, that these powers recipro- 
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cally destroyed each other in such a manner that 
thiB body is in the state in which it would be if no 
force acted upon it. 

If it is asked, then, Why the body continues to 
move in this manner 1 the answer is obvious. But 
if it is asked, Why this body has begun thus to 
move? the question is totally different. It must 
be said, that this motion has been impressed upon it 
by some external force, if it was before at rest j but 
it would be impossible to affirm any thing with cer- 
tainty respecting the quantity of that force, because, 
perhaps, no traces of it remain. It is therefore abun- 
dantly ridiculous to ask. Who impressed motion 
on every body at the beginning of the world 1 or, 
Who was the prime mover 1 Those who put the 
question admit, then, a beginning, and consequently 
a creation ; but they imagine that God created afi 
bodies at rest. Now, it may be answered. That he 
who could create bodies could impress motion upon 
them. I ask them in my turn, If they believe it to 
be more easy to create a body at rest than in mo- 
tion 1 They both equally require the omnipotence 
of God ; and this question belongs not to the province 
of philosophy. 

But when a body has once received motion, it 
preserves that motion by its own nature, or by its 
inertia, in the same state in which it must constantly 
remain, until a force, or some foreign cause, oppose 
an obstacle to it. As often, then, as we observe that 
a body does not remain in the same state, that a 
body at rest begins to move, or that a body in mo 
tion changes its direction or velocity, we must 
admit that this change has its cause out of the body, 
and that it is occasioned by a foreign force. Thus, 
as a stone left to itself descends, the cause of that 
descent is foreign to the body ; and it is not horn its 
own nature that the body descends, but from the ef- 
fect of a foreign cause, to which we give the name 
of gravity * 

Vol. I.— Y 
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Gravity, then, is not an intrinsic property of body ; 
it is rather the effect of a foreign force, the source 
of which must be sought for out of the body.* This 
is geometrically true, mough we know not the foreign 
forces which occasion gravity. It is the same when 
we throw a stone. We see clearly that it does not 
follow in its motion the direction of a straight line, 
and that its velocity does not always continue the 
same. It is gravity, likewise, which changes the 
direction of the velocity of the body ; but for it, the 
stone would describe a straight line in the air, and 
proceed forward with the same velocity ; and were 
gravity to be suddenly annihilated during the motion 
of the stone, it would continue to move in a straight 
line, and would preserve the same direction, and the 
■ame velocity which it had at the instant when grav- 
ity ceased to act upon it. 

But as gravity acts continually, and upon all bodies, 
we need not be surprised that we meet with no mo- 
tion in which the direction and the velocity continue 
the same. The case of rest may very well take 
place ; it is when something invincibly opposes the 
fall of a body ; thus, the floor of my apartment pre- 
vents my falling into that below it. But the bodies 
which appear to us at rest are carried along by the 
motion of the earth, which is neither rectilinear nor 
uniform : it cannot be afiirmed, therefore, that these 
bodies remain in the same state. Neither is there 

* This assertion is without proof or evidence, unless the authortneans 
to imply, that by seeking fbr the source of gravity out of the body, 
we shall find It in the will of the Creator. Tlie Newtonian theory 
of gravity is now universally admitted, except perchance by a few 
sciolists in philosophy. We can, ss Sir Isaac Newton admits, resdily 
conceive of tiw existence of matter which should not be endowed with 
the quality of utiracUon ; but as far as human observation has extended, 
we are justified in ascribing to matter universally this remarkable prop- 
erty. A stone m falhng moves therefore by virtue of this property, which 
It possesHCB m common with the earth. The attracUon and the motioa 
are mutual, but tho distance moved through to effect a junction is in- 
versely proportionate to the masses in the moving bodies. Hence th» 
stone appears to move, and not the earth.— Am. Ed. 
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one of the heavenly bodies which moves in a straight 
line, and always with the same velocity ; they are 
continually changing their state : and even the forces 
which pro(duce this continual change are not un- 
known to us ; they are the attractive powers which 
the heavenly bodies exercise over one another. 

I have already remarked that these forces may 
very probably be caused by the subtile matter which 
surrounds all the heavenly bodies, and fills the 
whole space of the heavens ; but, according to the 
opinion of those who consider attraction as a power 
inherent in matter, this force is always foreign to 
the body on which it acts. Thus, when we say the 
earth is attracted towards the sun, it is acknow- 
ledged that the force which acts upon the earth is 
not resident in the earth itself, but in the sun ; as, ia 
fact, if the sun did not exist there would be no such 
force.* 

This opinion, however, that attraction is essential 
to all matter, is subject to so many other inconve- 
niences, that it is hardly possible to allow it a place 
in a rational philosophy. It is certainly much safer 
to proceed on the idea, that what is called attrac- 
tion is a power contained in the subtile matter which 
fills the whole space of the heavens ; though w<i 
cannot tell how.f We must accustom ourselves to 
acknowledge our ignorance on a variety of other 
important subjects. 

nth November, 1760. 

* It MeoiB Afflcult to recoDcUe ttais asMrtion with the opinion that the 
•ntlior underatood the Newtonian theory of gravitation. The force exists 
in the eaith ■■ weli aa in the sun ; therefbre, in each befaig directly pro- 
poitkNiate to thetar reapectiTe quantities of matter.— iim. Ed. 

t The OaitMlni doctrine, here ao distinctly preferred, ia now exploded. 
— 41II.JM. 
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LETTER LXXVI. 

System of the Monads of Wolff, 

Before 1 attempt to make you sensible of the 
truth of the principle, that all bodies of themselves 
always preserve the same state of rest or motion, I 
musft remark, that if we consult experience only on 
the subject, without thoroughly investigating it by 
the powers ef reasoning, we would be disposed to 
draw the difectly opposite' conclusion, and to main- 
tain, that Iwdies always have a propensity to be con- 
tinually changing their state ; as we see nothing in 
'^^ie whole universe*' but' a perpetual change in the 
•^fcte of bodies. But we have just shown what are 
the causes which produce these changes, and we 
are assured, that they are not to be found in the 
bodies whose state is changed, but out of them. 

The principle, then, which we have estabhshed is 
so far from being contradicted by experience, that it 
is, on the contrary, confirmed by it. You will easily 
judge from this, how several great philosophers, 
misled by an experience not accurately understood, 
have fallen into the error of maintaining that all 
bodies are endowed with powers disposing them 
continually to change their state. 

It is thus that Wolff has reasoned. He says, 1. 
Experience shows us all bodies perpetually changing 
their state ; 2. Whatever is capable of changing the 
state of bodies is called force ; 3. All bodies, there- 
fore, are endowed with a force capable of changing 
their state ; 4. Every body, therefore, is making a 
continual effort to change ; 5. Now, this force be- 
longs to body only so far as it contains matter ; 6. 
It is therefore a property of matter to be continually 
changing its own state ; 7. Matter is a compound of 
a mmtitude of parts, denominated the elements of 
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matter; therefore, 8. As the compound can have 
nothing but what is founded in the nature of its 
elements, every elementary part must be endowed 
with the power of changing its own state. 

These elements are simple beings; for if they 
were composed of parts, they would be no longer 
elements, but their parts would be so. Now, a 
simple being is likewise denominated monad ; every 
monad, therefore, has the power of continually 
changing its state. Such is the fdundation Of the 
sjrstem'of monads, which you may have heard men- 
tioned, though it does not now make sacb s noide 
as it formerly did. I have marked b;^ ^^es the 
several propositions on which it is estafcti^lfJBd, for 
the purpose of making a ipore .distinct refetenoe, in 
the reflections I mean to make upon them. ^^b 

I have nothing to say respecting the first and s^ 
ond ; but the third is very equivocal, and altogether 
false, in the sense in which it is taken. Without 
meaning to say that the forces which change the 
state of bodies proceed from some spirit, I readily 
agree that the force by which the state of every body 
is changed subsists in body, but it being always un- 
derstood that it subsists in another body, and never 
in that which undergoes the change of state ; which 
has rather the contrary quaUty, that of persevering 
in the same state. In so far, then, as these forces 
subsist in bodies, it ought to be said that these 
bodies, as long as they have certain connexions with 
each other, may be capable of supplying forces by 
which the state of another body is changed. It fol- 
lows, that the fourth proposition must be absolutely 
false; and the result, from all that went before, 
rather is, that everybody is endowed with the power 
of remaining in the same state, which is directly the 
opposite of the conclusion which these philosophers 
have drawn. 

And I must here remark, that it is rather absurd 
to give the name of force tp that quality of bodies 

Y9 
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by which they remain in their state ; for if we are 
to understand by the term force every thing that is 
capable of changing the state of bodies, the quality 
by which they persevere in their state is rather the 
opposite of a force. It is therefore by an abuae of 
Ismguage that certain authors give the name of force 
to the inertia, which is that quality, and which they 
denominate the inert force. 

But, not.to wrangle about terms, though this abuse 
may lead to v^ry gross errors, I return to the sys- 
tem of monads ; and as proposition 4 is false, those 
that follow,' which are successively founded upon it, 
must of neciessity be so too. It is false then, like* 
wise, t^ She elements of matter, or monads, if such 
there -be, are possessed of the power of changing 
fkfir jstate. The truth is rather to be founded on 
Wt opposite quality, that of persevering in the same 
state : and thereb}'^ the whole system of monads is 
completely subverted. 

These philosophers attempted to reduce the ele- 
ments of matter to the class of beings which compre- 
hends spirits and souls, endowed, beyond the power 
of contradiction, with the faculty of changing their 
state ; for, while I am writing, my soul continually 
represents other objects to itself, and these changes 
depend entirely on my will : I am thoroughly con- 
vinced of it, and not the less so that 1 am master 
of my own thoughts ; whereas the changes which 
take place in bodies are the effect of an extraneous 
force. 

, Add to this, the infinite difference between the 
state of body capable only of one velocity and of 
one direction, and the thoughts of spirit, and you 
will be entirely convinced of the falsehood of the 
sentiments of the materialists, who pretend that 
spirit is only a modification of matter. These gen- 
tlemen have no knowledge of the real nature of 
bodies. 

l^h November, 1760. 
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LETTER LXXVII. 

Origin and Nature of Powers. 

It is undoubtedly very surprising, that if every 
body has a natural disposition to preserve itself in 
the same state, and even to oppose all change, all 
the bodies in the universe should nevertheless be 
continually changing their state. We are well as- 
sured, that this change can be produced only by a 
force not resident in the body whose state is changed. 
Where, then, must we look ft>r those powers which 
produce the incessant changes that take place in all 
the bodies of the universe ; and which are, neverthe-' 
less, foreign to body ? 

Must we then suppose, besides these existing 
bodies, particular beings which contain those pow- 
ers 1 or, are the powers themselves particular sub- 
stances existing in the world 1 We know but of two 
kinds of beings in it, the one which comprehends all 
bodies, and the other all intellectual beings, namely, 
the spirits and souls of men, and those of animals. 
Must we establish, then, in the world, besides body 
Sha spirits, a third specie^-of beings, under the hame 
:>f power or force? or are they spirits which inces- 
saifitly change the state of bodies ? 

Both of these labour under too many difficulties 
to be hastily adopted. Though it cannot be denied 
that the souls of men and of beaslis have the power 
of producing changes in their bodies, it were, how- 
ever, absurd to maintain that the motion of a ball on 
the billiard-table was retarded and destroyed by some 
spirit ; or that gravity was produced by a spirit con- 
tmually pressing bodies downward; and that the 
heavenly bodies, which, in their motion, change both 
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direction and velocity, were subjected to the action 
of spirits, according to the system of certain an- 
cient philosophers, who assigned to each of the 
heavemy bodies a spirit, or angel, who directed its 
course. 

Now, on reasoning with solidity reroectinff the 
phenomena of the universe, it must be admitted that 
if we except animated bodies, that is, those of men 
and beasts, every change of state which befalls other 
bodies is produced by merely corporeal causes, in 
which spirits have no share. The whole question, 
then, is reduced to this. Whether the forces which 
change the state of bodies exist separately, and con- 
stitute a particular species of beings, or whether 
they exist in the bodies 1 

. This last opinion appears at first sight very unac- 
countable ; for if all bodies have the power of pre- 
serving themselves in the same state, how can it be 
^ possible they should contain powers that have a 
tendency to change it 1 You will not be surprised to 
hear that the origin of force has, in all ages, been a 
i stumbUng-block to philosophers. They have all 
\ considered it as the greatest mystery in nature, and 
\ as likely to remain for ever impenetrable. I hope, 
however, I shall be able to present you with a solu- 
1 tion of this pretended mystery, so clear that all the 
difficulties which have hitherto appeared insur- 
mountable will wholly vanish. 

I say, then, that however strange it may appear, 
this faculty of bodies, by which they are disposed to 
preserve themselves in the same state, is capable 
of supplying powers which may change that of 
others. I do not say that a body ever changes its 
own state, but that it may become capable of chang- 
ing that of another. In order to enable you to get 
I to the bottom of this m^rstery respecting the origin 
of force, it will be sufficient to consider two bodies, 
as if no others existed. 
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Let the body A, Fig. 33, be at rest, and let the 
body B have received a motion in the direction B A, 



Fig, 33. 
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with a certain velocity. This being laid down, the 
body A is disposed to continue always at rest ; and 
the body B to continue its motion alon^ the straight 
line B A, always with the same velocity, and both 
the one and the other in virtue of its inertia. The 
body B will at length then come to touch the body A. 
What will be the consequence 1 As long as the bodjr A 
remains at rest, the body B could not continue its 
motion without passing through the body A, that is, 
without penetrating it ; it is impossible, then, that 
each body should preserve itself in its state, without 
the one's penetrating the other. But this penetra- 
tion is impossible ; impenetrability being a property 
common to all bodies. 

It being impossible, then, that both the one and 
the other should preserve its state, the body A must 
absolutely begin to move, to make way for the body 
B, that it may continue its motion; or, that the 
body B, having come close to the body A, must have 
its motion destroyed ; or, the state of both must be 
changed, as much as is necessary to put them in a 
condition to continue afterward each in his proper 
state, without mutual penetration. 

Either the one body, therefore, or the other, or 
both, must absolutely undergo a change of their 
state, and the cause of this change infallibly exists 
in the impenetrability of the bodies themselves; 
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since every canse capable of changing the state of 
bodies is denominated /orce, it is then, of neces- 
sity, the impenetrability of the bodies themselves 
wmch produces the force by which this change i» 
effected. 

In fact, as impenetrability implies the impossibil- 
ity that bodies should mutually penetrate, each of 
them opposes itself to all penetration, even in the 
minutest parts ; and to oppose itself to penetration 
is nothing else but to exert the force necessary to 
prevent it. As often, then, as two or more bodies 
cannot preserve themselves in their state without 
mutual penetration, their impenetrability always ex- 
erts the force necessary to change it, as far as is 
requisite, to prevent the stightest degree of pene- 
tration. 

The impenetrability of bodies, therefore, contains 
the real origin of the forces, which are continually 
changing their state in this world ; and this is the 
true solution of the great mystery which has per- 
plexed philosophers so grievously. 

ISth November, 1760. 



LETTER LXXVIII. 

The same Subject, Principle of the least possible 

Action, . 

You have now made very considerable progress 
in the knowledge of nature, from the explanation of 
the real origin of the powers capable of changing the 
state of bodies ; and you are at present in a con- 
dition to comprehend easily why all those of this 
world are subject to an incessant change of state, 
from rest to motion, or from motion to rest. 

First, we are certain that the world is filled with 
matter. Here below, it is evident that the space 
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which separates the gross bodies sensible to feel- 
ing, is occupied by the air, and that when we make 
a vacuum in any space the ether instantly suc- 
ceeds, and it likewise fills the space in which the 
heavenly bodies move. All space being thus full, 
it is impossible that a body in motion should con- 
tinue it a single instant without meeting others, 
through which it must pass if they were not impene- 
trable. And as this impenetrability of bodies ex- 
erts always and universally a force which prevents 
all penetration, it is not at all surprising, then, that 
we should observe perpetual changes in the state of 
bodies, though every one has a tendency to preserve 
itself in the same state. 

If they could penetrate each other freely, nothing 
would prevent any one from remaining perseveringly 
in its state ; but being impenetrable, there must 
thence necessarily resufi force sufficient to prevent 
all penetration ; and no more results than what is 
precisely needful. 

While they can continue in the same state, with- 
out any injury to impenetrability, they then exert 
no force, and bodies remain in their state ; it is only 
to prevent penetration that impenetrability becomes 
active, and supplies a force sufficient to oppose it. 
When, therefore, a small force suffices to prevent 
penetration, impenetrability exerts that and no 
more ; but when a great force is necessary for this 
purpose, impenetrabiUty is ever in a condition to 
supply it. 

Thus, though impenetrability supplies these pow- 
ers, it is impossible to say that it is endowed with a 
determinate force ; it is rather in a condition to sup- 
ply all kinds of force, great or small, according to 
circumstances ; it is even an inexhaustible source 
of them. As long as bodies are endowed with im- 
penetrability, this is a source which cannot be dried 
up ; this force absolutely must be exerted, or bodies 
must mutually penetrate, which is contrary to nature. 
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It ought likewise to be remarked, that this force 
is never the effect of the impenetrability of a single 
body; it results always from that of sul bodies at 
once, for if one of the bodies was penetrable, the 
penetration would take place, without any need of a 
power to effect a change m their state. When, there- 
fore, two bodies come into contact, and when they 
cannot continue in their state without penetrating 
each other, the impenetrability of both acts equally: 
and it is by their joipt operation that the force neces- 
sary to prevent the penetration is supplied, we then 
say that they act upon each other, and that the force 
resulting from their impenetrability produces this 
effect. This force acts upon both of them ; for as 
they have a tendency towards mutual penetration, it 
repels both the one and the other, and thus prevents 
their penetration. 

It is certain, then, that bodies may act upon each 
other ; and we speak so frequently of this action, as 
when two biUiard balls clash, it is said the one acts 
upon the other, that you must be well acquainted 
with this mode of expression. But it must be care- 
fully remarked, that, in general, bodies do not act 
upon each other, but in so far as their state becomes 
contrary to impenetrability ; from whence results a 
force capable of changing it, precisely so much as is 
necessary to prevent any penetration; so that a 
small force would not have been sufficient to produce 
this effect. 

It is very true, that a greater force would likewise 
prevent the penetration ; but when the change pro- 
duced in the state of bodies is sufficient to prevent 
mutual penetration, the impenetrability acts no far- 
ther, and there results from it the least force that 
is capable of preventing the penetration. Since, 
then, the force is the smallest, the effect which it 
produces, that is, the change of state which it ope- 
rates, in order to prevent penetration, will be pro- 
portional; and, consequently, when two or more 
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bodies come into contact, so that no one could 
continue in its state without penetrating the others, 
a mutual action must take place, which is always the 
smallest that was capable of preventing penetration* 

You will find here, therefore, beyond all expecta- 
tion, the foundation of the system of the late Mr, 
de Maupertuis, so much cried up by some, and so vio- 
lently attacked by others. His principle is, that of 
the least possible action ; by which he moans, that 
in all the changes which happen in nature, the cause 
which produces them is the least that can be. 

Froni the manner in which I have endeavoured to 
unfold this principle to you, it is evident that it is 
perfectly founded in the very nature of body, and 
that those who deny it are much in the wrong, 
though still less than those who would turn it into 
ridicule. You will already, perhaps, have remarked, 
that certain persons, no great friends to Mr. de 
Mauperluis, take every opportunity of laughing at 
the principle of the least possible action, as well as at 
the hole continued down to the centre of the earth ; 
but fortunately, truth suffers nothing by their plea- 
santry. 

22d N(wember, 1760. 



LETTER LXXIX. 

On the Question, Are there any other Species of Powers f 

The origin of powers, founded on the impenetra- 
bility of bodies, which I have been endeavouring to 
explain, is by no means inconsistent with the opinion 
of those who maintain that the souls of men and 
those of beasts have the power of acting on their 
bodies. There is nothing to hinder the existence of 
two kinds of power, which produce all the changes 
that take place in the world; the one corporeal, 
which derives its origin' from the impenetrability of 

Vol. I.— Z 
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bodies ; and the other spiritual, which the souls of 
animals exercise over their bodies: but this last 
power operates only upon animated bodies ; and the 
Creator has so clearly distinj^uished it from the 
other, that it is not permitted, m philosophy, to con- 
found them. 

But this distinction greatly embarrasses those who 
consider attraction as an iimerent quality of bodies ; 
for if they act upon each other only to maintain their 
impenetrability, attraction cannot be referred to this 
case. Two distant bodies may preserve each its 
state without at all interesting their impenetrability, 
and without there being any reason of consequence 
why the one should act upon the other, even by 
attracting it. 

Attraction, therefore, ought to be referred to a 
third species of power, which should neither be cor- 
poreal nor spiritual. But it is alwa3rs contrary to 
the rules of a rational philosophy, to introduce a new 
species of powers before their existence is incontest- 
ably demonstrated. It would have been necessary, 
therefore, for this effect, to have proved beyond 
contradiction that the powers by which bodies mu- 
tually attract could not derive their origin from the 
subtile matter which surrounds them ; but this im- 
possibility is not yet demonstrated. It would appear, 
on the contrary, that the Creator has expressly filled 
the whole space of the heavens with a subtile matter, 
to give birth to these powers which impel bodies tO" 
wards each other, conformably to the law before 
established respecting their impenetrability. 

In fact, the subtile matter might very well have a 
motion, such as that a body in it should not be able 
to preserve its state without being penetrated by it ; 
ana then this force must be derived as well from the 
impenetrability of the subtile matter as from that of 
the body itself. 

Were there a single case in the world in which 
two bodies attracted each other, while the interme^ 
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diate space was not filled with a subtile matter, the 
reality of attraction might very well be admitted ; 
but as no such case exists, we have consequently 
reason to doubt, nay, even to reject it. We know, 
then, but of two sources of all the powers which 
produce these changes, the impenetrability of body, 
and the action of spirit. 

The disciples of Wolff reject likewise this law, and 
maintain, that no spirit, or immaterial substance, can 
act upon a body; and they are very much embar- 
rassed when it is alleged, that, according to them, 
God himself, who is a spirit, could not have the 
power of acting upon bodies, which savours strongly 
of atheism. They are accordingly reduced to this 
feeble reply, that it is by infinity God is able to act 
upon body ; but if it be impossible for a spirit as a 
spirit to act upon a body, this impotence necessarily 
recoils on God himself. And who can deny that 
our soul acts upon our body % I am to such a degree 
master of my members, that I can put them in action 
as I please. The same thing may be affirmed like- 
wise of the brute creation ; and as, according to the 
system of Descartes, at 'which we have good reason 
to smUe, beasts are mere machines, Vifhout"aiiy 
feeling, like a watch, as the Wolffians would have it, 
men too are merely machines. 

Tliese same philosophers^ their speculations, go 
likewise so far as to deny the first secies of pow- 
ers, of which they know nothing. For not being 
able to comprehend how one body acts upon another, 
they boldly deny its action ; and maintain that all the 
changes which befall a body are produced by its 
own powers. 

They are the philosophers whom I formerly men- 
tioned, as denying the first principle of mechanics, 
respecting the preservation of the same state, which 
is sufficient to subvert their whole system. The 
error into which they have fallen, as I have already 
remarked, arises from their reasoning inconclusively 
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respecting the phenomena which bodies present to 
us. lliey concluded precipitately, from observing 
almost aU bodies continually changing their state, 
that they contained in themselves the powers by 
which they incessantly exert themselves to chanfle 
it, whereas they ought to have drawn the directly 
opposite conclusion. 

It is thus that, by considering objects in a super- 
ficial manner, we hurry into the grossest errors. I 
have already pointed out the defects of this reason- 
ing; but once fallen into error, they have abandoned 
themselves to the most absurd ideas. They first 
ascribed these internal powers to the primary ele- 
ments of matter, which, according to them, are con- 
tinual efforts to change their state ; and concluded 
from it, that all the changes to which every element 
is subjected are produced by its own power, and that 
two elements, or simple beings, caimot act upon 
each other. This being laid down, it was necessary 
to divest spirits, as simple beings, of all power of 
acting upon body, excepting, however, the Supreme 
Being; and then, as bodies are composed of simple 
beings, they werie under the necessity of denying 
also that bodies could act upon each other. 

It was in vain to object to them the case of bodies 
which impinge against one another, and the change 
of their state which results from it. Obstinately 
prepossessed in favour of the solidity of their rea- 
soning, thej*^ scorned to abandon it: they chose 
rather to affirm, that every body, from its own na- 
ture, produces the change which befalls it, and that 
the collision has nothing to do with it ; that it is a 
mere illusion which makes us believe the collision 
to be the cause of it ; and they go off in triumph at 
the sublimity of a philosophy so far beyond the 
comprehension of the vulgar. You are now in a 
condition to estimate it according to its real im<> 
portance. 

25th November^ 1760. 
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LETTER LXXX. 

Of the Nature of Spirits, 

I FLATTER myself that you are now convinced of 
the solidity of the reasonings on which I have es- 
tablished the knowledge of bodies, and that of the 
powers which change the state of them. TTie whole 
is founded on experiments the most decisive, and on 
principles dictated by reason. They involve no 
absurdity, nor are they contradicted by other prin- 
ciples equally certain. It is not long since any suc- 
cessful progress was made in researches of this 
kind. Such strange ideas were formerly entertained 
respecting the nature of bodies, that all kinds of 
powers were ascribed to them, of which some must 
necessarily destroy the others. 

Certain philosophers have even gone so far as to "1 
imagine that matter itself might be endowed with 
the faculty of thought. These gentlemen, known ' 
by the name of materialists^ maintain that our souls, 
and all spirits in general, are material ; or rather, 
they deny the existence of souls and spirits. But 
when once we have got into the right road to the ' 
knowledge of bodies — ^the inertia^ by virtue of which J 
they continue in their state — and impenetrability ^ 
that quality by which they are subjected to powers 
capable of changing it — all those phantoms of pow- 
ers to which I alluded vanish away, and nothing ap- 
pears a more glaring absurdity than to affirm that 
matter is capable of thought. To think, to judge, 
to reason, to possess mental feeling, to reflect, and 
will, are qualities incompatible with the nature of 
bodies ; and beings invested with them must be of a 
different nature. Such are souls and spirits; and 
He who possesses those qualities in the mghest de- 
gree is God. 
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There is, then, an infinite difference between body 
and spirit. Extension, inerti^y and impenetrability — 
qualities which exclude all ^thought — are the proper- 
ties of body ; but spirit is endowed with the faculty 
of thinking, of Judging, of reasoning, of feeling, of 
reflecting, of willing, or of determining in favour of 
one object preferably to another. There is here 
neither extension, nor inertia, nor impenetrability ; 
these material qualities are infinitely remote from 
spirit. 

It is asked. What is spirit ? I acknowledge my 
ignorance in respect of this ; and I reply, That we 
cannot tell what it is, as we know nothing of the 
nature of spirit. 

But it is not the less certain that this world con- 
tains two kinds of beings ; beings corporeal or mate- 
rial, and beings immaterial or spiritual, which are of 
a nature entirely different, as they manifest them- 
selves to us by properties which have no relation to 
each other. These two species of beings are, never- 
theless, most intimately united ; and upon their union 
principally depend all the wonders of the world, 
which are the delight of intelligent beings, and lead 
them to glorify their Creator. 

It is certain that spirits constitute the principal 
part of the world, and that bodies are introduced 
into it merely to serve them. For this reason it is 
that the souls of animals are in a union so intimate 
with their bodies. Not only do the souls perceive 
all the impressions made upon their bodies ; but they 
have the power of acting upon these bodies, and of 
producing in them corresponding changes ; and thus 
they exercise an active influence over the rest of 
the world. 

This union of the soul with the body undoubt- 
edly is, and ever will be, the greatest mystery of 
the divine Omnipotence — a mystery which we shall 
never be able to unfold. We are perfectly sensible 
that the human soul caimot act immediately on sdl 
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the parts of the body ; as soon as a certain nerve is 
cut, I can ne longer close my hand : from which it 
may be concluded, that the soul has power only over 
the extremities of the nerves, which all terminate 
and unite in a portion of the brain, the place of which 
the most skilful anatomist is unable exactly to as- 
sign. To this, then, the power of the soul is re- 
stricted. But that of Grod, being unlimited, extends 
to the whole universe, and exerts itself by means 
which far exceed our comprehension. 
19tA November, 1760. 
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Of the Union between the Sotd and the Body. 

As spirits and bodies are beings, or substances, of 
a nature totally different, the world contains, then, 
two kinds of substances, the one spiritual, and the -n 
other corporeal or material. The strict union which J 
subsists between them merits a very particular at — ' 
tention. 

This union of soul and body, in every animal, is 
a most wonderful phenomenon. It is reduc ed to two 
things — ^the one, that the soul feels, or perceives, all 
the changes which befall its body, by means of the 
senses, which, as you know perfectly well, are five 
in number, namely, seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, 
and touching. By these, then, the soul takes cog- 
nizance of every thing that passes, not only in its 
own body, but out of it. Touching and tastmg rep- 
resent to it those objects only which are in immediate 
contact with the body ; smelling, objects at a small 
distance ; hearing extends to distances much more 
remote ; and sight procures for us the knowledge of 
the most distant objects. 

All this knowledge is acquired only in so far as 
the olijects make an impression on some one of our 
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senses ; but still this is not sufficient — it is necessary 
that the organ of such sense should be perfectly 
sound, and the nerves belonging to it must not be 
deranged. You will recollect, that in order to see, 
the objects must be painted distinctly in the bottom 
of the eye, on the retma ; but still this representation 
is not the object of the soul ; one may be blind, 
though it is perfectly well defined. The retina is a 
contexture of nerves, the continuation of which 
extends to the brain ; and if this continuation is in- 
terrupted by any injury done to this nerve, called the 
optic nerve^ there will be no si^ht, however perfect 
tne representation on the retina may be. 

It is the same with respect to the other senses, all 
of which operate by means of nerves destined to 
convey the impression made on the organ employed 
in the sensation, up to its first origin in the brain. 
There is, then, in the brain, a certain place where 
all the nerves terminate ; there the soul resides, and 
there it perceives the impressions made upon it by 
means of the senses. 

From these impressions, the soul derives all the 
knowledge it has of things out of itself; thence it 
derives its first ideas, and by their combination forms 
judgments, reflections, reasonings, and every thing 
necessary to perfect its knowledge ; such is the work 
of the soul, in which the body has no share. But 
the first impression comes to it from the senses, 
through the bodily organs ; and the first facidty of 
the soul is to perceive, or to feel, what passes in that 
part of the brain in which all the sensitive nerves 
terminate. This faculty is denominated feeling, or 
sensation ; and the soul, nearly passive, does nothing, 
in the first instance, but receive the impressions 
which body presents to it. 

But it possesses in its turn an active faculty, by 
means of which it has the power of influencing its 
body, and of producing motions in it at pleasure ; in 
this consists its power over the body. Thus I anik 
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able to move my hands and my feet by an act of my 
will ; and, What motions are my fingers making as 
I write this letter ? My soul, however, cannot act 
immediately on any one of my fingers : in order to 
put a single one in motion, it is necessary that sev- 
eral muscles should be put in action; and this action 
again exerts itself by means of nerves terminating 
in the brain — ^if such a nerve be injured, to no pur- 
pose will I wish my finger to move ; it will no longer 
obey the orders of my soul. ITius the power of my 
soul extends only to a small portion of the brain, 
where all the nerves unite; sensatioii is likewise 
restricted to this place of the brain. 

The soul, then, is united only with these extrem- 
ities of the nerves, on which it has not only the 
power of acting, but by means of which it can view, 
as in a mirror, every thing that makes an impres- 
sion on the organs of its body. What wonderful 
address, to be able to conclude, from the slight 
changes which take place in the extremity of the 
nerves,- that which occasioned them out of the 
body ! 

A tree, for example, produces on the retina, by 
its rays, an image which is perfectly similar to it ; ; 
but how feeble must the impression be which the [ 
nerves receive from it ! It is this impression, how- • 
ever, continued along the nerves up to their origin, ; 
which excites in the soul the idea of that tree. Af- 
terward, the slightest impressions which the soul 
makes on the extremities of the nerves are instantly 
communicated to the muscles, which, put in action, 
obliffe the member which it wills to move, exactly 
to obey its orders. 

Machines which receive certain motions by the 
drawing of a string present but; a coarse mechanism 
compared to our bodies and the bodies of animals. 
The works of the Creator infinitely surpass the pro- 
ductions of human skill. 

2d December^ X760, 
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Different Systems relaiwe to this Subject. 

In order to elucidate the twofold union of soul 
and body, we may compare the soul to a man who 
contemplates, in a dark room, the external objects, 
and from their images derives the knowledge of 
what is passing out of the room. The soul viewing, 
in like manner, if I may so express myself, the ex- 
tremities of the nerves which unite in a certain part 
of the brain, perceives all the impressions made 
upon the nerves, and arrives at the knowledge of 
the external objects which have made these impres- 
sions on the organs of sense. Though we do not 
know wherein consists the resemblance of the im- 
pressions made on the extremities of the nerves, 
with the objects themselves which occasioned them, 
they are, however, very proper to supply the soul 
with a very just idea of them. 

The action by which the soul, operating on the 
extremities of the nerves, can put in motion at 
pleasure the members of the body, maybe compared 
to that of a player on puppets, who, by pulling a 
string, makes them strut about, and move their limbs 
as he pleases. This comparison is, however, very 
imperfect ; for the union of the soul and body is in- 
finitely more intimate. 

The soul is not so indifferent, in respect to feel- 
ing, as the man placed in the dark room ; it is much 
more deeply interested in what is going on. There 
are sensations highly agreeable to it, and others 
very disagreeable, and even painful. What more 
disagreeable than acute pain, though it proceed but 
from a bad tooth ? This, however, is no more than 
a nerve irritated in a certain manner; and yet it 
excites in the soul pain intolerable. 
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tn whatever light we consider the strict union of 
soul and bod^, which constitutes the essence of a 
living man, it must ever remain an inexplicable 
mystery; and in all ages philosophers have taken 
fruitless pains, in the hope of arriving at a satisfac- 
tory solution. Various systems have been devised 
for this purpose. 

The first is, that by which a real influence is 
established of body on soul, and of soul on body ; so 
that the body, by means of the senses, supplies the 
soul with its first perceptions of external things ; 
and that the soul, by acting immediately on the 
nerves, in their origin, excites in the body the mo- 
tion of its members ; though it is at the same time 
acknowledged that the manner of this mutual in^ 
iluence is absolutely unknown to us. We must 
undoubtedly have recourse to the omnipotence of 
Godj who has given to every soul a power over the 
portion of matter containing the extremities of the 
nerves of the body, so that the power of every soul 
is restricted to a small part of the body, whereas the 
power of God extends to all the bodies of the uni- 
verse. This system ^eems the most conformable to 
truth, though we are very far from pretending to 
have a particidar knowledge of it. 

The other two systems are the invention of phi- 
losophers, who boldly deny the possibility of a real 
influence of spirit upon bodies ; though they are 
under the necessity of allowing it to the Supreme 
Being. According to them, the body cannot supply 
the soul with the first ideas of external things, nor 
the soul produce any motion in the body. 

One of these two systems was the invention of 
Descartes ; it goes by the name of the system of oc^ 
casiaiud causes. According to this philosopher, when 
the organs of sense are excited by exterior bodies, 
God immediately impresses on the soul, at the same 
instant, the ideas of these bodies ; and when the 
60ul wills that any member of this body should 
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move, still it is God who immediately impresses on 
that member the motion desired ; but all the whUe 
the sold is in no manner of connexion with its body. 
It was, therefore, altogether unnecessaiy that the 
body should be a machine of such admirable con- 
struction, as the dullest mass would have answered 
the purpose equaDy well. 

This system, accordingly, soon lost much of its 
credit, when the celebrated licibnUz substituted in 
its place that of the pre-established harmony, which 
you have no doubt frequently heard mentioned in 
conversation. 

According to this system of pre-established hat' 
mony, the soul and the body are two substances out 
of all connexion, and exercising no manner of inilu' 
ence on each other. The soul is a spiritual sub- 
stance, which, from its own nature, receives, or as-^ 
sumes, all its ideas, its thoughts, its perceptions, 
without the body^s having the least share in the mat- 
ter ; and the body is a machine most ingeniously 
constructed, like a clock, which produces all itSF 
motions in succession, without any manner of inAn- 
ence on the part of the soul. But God, having fore 
seen from the beginning all the resolutions which* 
every soul would at every instant form, arranged 
the machine of the body so that its motions should,- 
at every instant, harmonize with the resolutions of 
the soiu. Thus, when I at this moment raise my 
hand, Leibnitz says that God, having foreseen my 
soul would will, at this moment, my hand to be* 
raised, disposed the machine of my body in such ar 
manner, that in virtue of its proper organization my 
hand should necessarily rise at the same instant ; 
and, in like manner, that all the motions of the mem- 
bers of the body are performed in virtue of their 
proper or^nization, which has been from the begin- 
ning so disposed as to be at all times in- harmony 
with the determinations of the souL 

6th December, 1760. 
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Examination of the System of pre-established Harmony. 

An Objection to it. 

There was a time when the system of pre-estab- 
lished harmony had acquired such a hi^h reputation 
over all Germany, that to dare to call it in question 
was to incur the imputation of ignorance, or bigotry. 
The supporters of this system boasted, that by 
means of it the omnipotence and omniscience of the 
Supreme Being were set in their clearest tight, and 
that it was impossible for any one who beliered in 
these exalted perfections of God to entertain a doubt 
of the truth of this sublime system. 

In fact, say they, we see that poor pitiful mortals 
are capable of constructing machines so ingeniously 
as to fill the vulgar spectator with astonishment: 
how much stronger reason, then, have we to admit 
that God, having known from all eternity all that my 
soul woijQd wish and desire, at every instant, should 
have been able to construct such a machine, which, 
at every instant, should produce motions conform- 
able to the determinations of my soul ! Now, this 
machine is precisely my body, which is imited to my 
soul only by this harmony ; so that if the organiza- 
tion of my body were deranged to such a de^ee as 
to be no longer in harmony with my soul, this body 
would no more belong to me than the body of a rhi- 
noceros in the heart of Africa : and if, in the case 
of a derangement of my body, Grod should adjust 
that of aniinoceros so that its motions were in 
such harmony with the determinations of my soul 
as to raise its paw at the moment I willed it, this 
body woiild Uien be mine, and would bekmg to my 
soul, as my present body now belongs to it, without 

Vol. I.— a a 
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having undergone itself, on that account, any change 
whatever. 

Mr. Leibmtz himself has compai^d the soul and 
the body to two clocks, which continually indicate 
the same hour. A clown who should see this beait- 
tiful harmony of these two clocks would undoubt- 
edly conclude that they acted upon each other ; but 
he would be under a mistake, for the one performs 
its motions independently of the Other. The soul 
and the body are likewise two machines totsdly in- 
dependent, the one being spiritual, the other mate- 
risd ; but their operations are always in a harmony 
so complete, that we are induced to believe them to 
belong to each other, and that the one has a real .in** 
fluence upon th^ipther, which is, however, a mere 
illusion. 

In order to form a judgment of this system, I re- 
mark, first, That it cannot be denied to be possible 
for God to create a machine which should be always 
in harmony with the operations of my soul; but it 
appears tb me that my body belongs to me by other 
rights than such a harmony, however beautiful it 
may be : and I believe you will not be disposed 
hastily to adopt a system which is fbunded on this 
principle alone, that no spirit can act upon a body ; 
and that, reciprocally, a body cannot act upon, or 
supply ideas to, a spirit. This principle is, besides, 
destitute of all proof, the chimeras of its partisans 
respecting simple beings having been completely re- 
futed. And if God, Vho is a spirit, has the power 
of acting upon bodies, it is not absolutely impossible 
that a spirit, such as the human soul, should be able 
likewise to act upon a body. Accordingly, we do 
not pretend to say that our soul acts upon all bodies, 
but only upon a small particle of matter, with re- 
spect to which it has received the power of God him-' 
self, though to exercise it in a manner which we aiv 
utterly unable to comprehend. 
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Further, the system of pre-established harmony- 
labours under other great difficulties. According to 
it the soul derives all its knowledge from its own 
proper fund, without any contribution on the part of 
the body and the senses. Thus, when I read in the 
gazette that the pope is dead, and I come to the 
knowledge of the pope's death, the gazette and my 
reading have nothing to do with the communication 
of this knowledge, as these circumstances respect 
only my body and my senses, which have no man- 
ner of connexion with my soul. But, conformably 
to this system, my soul derives, at the same time, 
from its own proper fund the ideas which it has of 
this same pope. It concludes he must absolutely 
be dead, and this knowledge comes to it with the 
reading of the gazette, so that I imagine the read- 
ing of the gazette furnished me with this knowledge, 
though I really derived it from the proper fund of 
my soul. 

But this idea is perfectly absurd. How was it 
possible for me so boldly to assert that the pope 
must necessarily have died at the moment mentioned 
in the gazette, and that only from the idea which I 
had of the pope's condition and health, though 
perhaps I knew nothing about him, while I am 
infinitely better acquainted with my own situation, 
without knowing, however, what shall befall me to- 
morrow. 

In like manner, when you do me the honour to 
read these letters, and derive the knowledge of some 
truth from them, it is your soul which extracts that 
truth from its own proper fund, without my con- 
tributing at all to it by my letters. The reading of 
them serves only to maintain the harmony which the 
Creator meant to establish between the soul and the 
body. It is only a formality altogether superfluous 
with respect to the knowledge itself. I shall never', 
tjieless continue to tender you my instructions. 

dth Pecember, 1760. 
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Another O^eciion, 

There is another objection to be made to the sys- 
tem of pre-established harmon]^ ; namely, that it is 
utterly destructive of human liberty. In fact, if 
the bodies of men are machines, similar to a watch, 
all their actions are a necessary consequence of their 
construction. Thus, when a thief steals my purse, 
the motion made by his hands is an effect as neces- 
sary of the machine of his body, as the motion of 
the hand of my clock, now pointing to nine. You 
will readily comprehend what must be the conclu- 
sion. As it would be unjust, nay ridiculous, to think 
of being angry at the clock, and of chastising it, be- 
cause it pointed to nine, it would be equally so with 
respect to the thief, whom it would be absurd to 
punish for having stolen my purse. 

Of this we had a well-known example in the reign 
of his late majesty, when Mr, Wolff taught at Halle 
the system of tlie pre-established harmony. Tiie 
king informed himself of this doctrine, which was 
then making a prodigious noise; and one of his 
court having suggested to him that according to Mr, 
Wolffs doctrines soldiers were mere machines, and 
that when one deserted it was a necessary conse- 
quence of his particular structure, and therefore 
ought not to subject him to punishment, as would be 
the case were a machine an object of punishment, 
for having performed such and such a motion ; the 
king was so provoked at this representation, that he 
gave orders to banish Wolff from Halle, with certifi- 
cation, that if he was found there at the end of 
twenty-four hours, he should be hanged up. The 

Fhilosopher upon this took refuge at Marburg, where 
conversed with him soon after. 
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But the partisans of this system have always 
maintained that the pre-established harmony by no 
means encroached on human liberty. They admit 
that the exterior actions of men are necessary effects 
of the organization of the body, and that, in this 
respect, they take place as necessarily as the mo- 
tions of a watch: but that the mental determination 
enjoyed perfect liberty : that these may be deserving 
of punishment, though the corporeal action was 
necessary ; that the criminality of an action consists 
less in the act, or motions of the body, than in the 
resolution or intention of the soul, which remains 
entirely free. Let us conceive, say they, the soul 
of a thief, determining, at a certain time, to commit 
a robber)^ : God, having foreseen this intention, has 
provided it with a body, organized in such a manner 
as to produce, precisely at the same time, the mo- 
tions requisite for the commission of this robbery : 
the action, say they, is itself the necessary effect 
of the organization of the body, but that the in- 
tention of the thief is a free act of his soul, which 
is not, on that account, less culpable and less pun- 
ishable. 

Notwithstanding this reasoning, the supporters of 
the system of pre-estabhshed harmony will always 
find themselves very much embarrassed to maintain 
the liberty of the determination of the soul. For, 
according to them, the soul is itself similar to a ma- 
chine, though of a nature totally different from that 
of the body ; the representations produced in it are 
occasioned by those which precede, and these again 
by others anterior to them, and so on, so that they 
follow each other as necessarily as the motions of 
a machine. In fact, say they, men act always from 
certain motives, founded on the representations of 
the soul, which succeed each other, conformably to 
its state. 

You will recollect that, according to this system, 
the soul derives no one idea from the body, not 

Aa2 
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being in any real connexion with it ; but all from its 
own proper fund. Present ideas flow from those 
which preceded, and are a necessary consequence 
of them ; so that the soul is nothing less than master 
of its own ideas, which generates its resolutions, and 
which are therefore as little under its power ; and 
consequently all its actions are founded on its pres- 
ent state — that on the immediately preceding, and 
so on, are a necessary effect of the first stete in 
which it was created, over which it certainly could 
have no power, and of consequence could not be free. 
In depriving men of their liberty, all their actions 
become necessary, and can no longer be considered 
as either right or criminal. 

No one of these philosophers has hitherto been 
able to remove these difficulties ; and their adversa- 
ries have a right to object to them, that this opinion 
is subversive of all morality, and makes eveiy crime 
which men commit to recoil on God himself, which 
is undoubtedly the grossest impiety. We must not, 
however, load them with the imputation of such 
consequences, though they flow very naturally from 
their principles. The article of liberty is a stum- 
bling-olock in philosophy ; and it is extremely diffi- 
cult to steer clear of the dangers wliich press on all 
sides. 

IZth December^ 1760. 
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Cf the Liberty of Spirits; trnd a Reply to Objections 

against Liberty. 

The greatest difficulties on the subject of liberty, 
even those which appear insurmountable, arise from 
want of distinguishing with sufficient attention be- 
tween the nature of spirit and that of body. The 
Wolffian philosophers even go so far as to put spiiita 
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Slid the elements of body on the same footing, and 
give to both the one and the other the name of 
monads, the nature of which, according to them, con- 
sists in the power of changing their state ; from 
whence result all the changes in bodies, and all the 
representations and actions of spirits. 

Since, then, in this system, the actual state of 
bodies and of spirits derives its determination from 
that which immediately preceded, and as the actions 
of spirits are derived, uke those of bodies, from 
their preceding state, it is evident that liberty is no 
more an attribute of spirit than it is of body. As 
to body, it is impossible to conceive the least 
shadow of liberty in it ; for liberty always supposes 
the power of committing, of admitting, or of sus- 
pending an action, and this is directly opposite to 
all that passes in body. Would it not, then, be 
ridiculous to expect that a watch should point to 
any other hour than what it actually does, and to 
think of punishing it on that account? Would it 
not be absurd to fly into a passion at a puppet, be- 
cause, after several other gestures, it had turned its 
back to us ? 

All the changes which take place in bodies, and 
which are all reducible to their state of rest, or of 
motion, are the necessary consequence of the powers 
which act upon them ; and their action once ad- 
mitted, no changes in bodies can take place but pre- 
cisely such as do take place : what respects body, 
therefore, is an object of neither praise nor blame. 
However ingeniously a piece of mechanism may be 
constructed, the commendation which we bestow 
upon it reverts to the artist ; the machine itself has 
no interest in what passes ; the artist, too, is alone 
responsible for the defects of a clumsy and awkward 
machine ; the machine itself is perfectly innocent. 
While, therefore, the inquiry is restricted to bodies, 
they are clearly in no respect responsible ; no re- 
waid, no punishment can possibly attach to them ; 
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all the changes and motions produced in them are 
the necessary consequences of their structure. 

But spirits are of a very different nature, and their 
actions depend on principles directly opposite. Lib- 
erty, entirely excluded from the nature of body, is 
the essential portion of spirit to such a degree that 
without liberty a spirit could not exist ; and this it 
is wlUch renders it responsible for its actions. This 
property is as essential to qnrit as extension or im- 
penetrabihty is to body ; and as it would be impos- 
sible for the Divine Omnipotence itself to divest 
body of these qualities, it would be equally impos- 
sible for it to divest spirits of liberty. A spirit vnth- 
out hberty would no longer be a spirit, as a body 
without extension would no longer be a body. 

It has in all ages been a subject of eager inquiry 
among philosophers, how God could have permitted 
sin to enter into the world? Had they reflected 
that the souls of men are beings necessarily free 
from their very nature, the controversy would have 
been easily settled. 

The objections commonly made to human liberty 
are these : a spirit, it is said, or a man, is never de- 
termined to an action but from motives ; and after 
having carefully weighed the reasons on both sides, 
he finally decides in favour of that which he deems 
tiie preferable. Hence they conclude that motives 
determine the actions of men, just as the motion 
of a baU on the billiard-table is determined by the 
stroke impressed upon it, and that the actions of 
men are no more free than the motion of the ball. 
But it must be considered that the motives which 
engage a man to undertake any enterprise refer 
very differently to the soul from what the stroke 
does to the ball. The stroke produces its effect 
necessarily ; but a motive, however powerful, pre- 
rents not the action from being voluntary. I had 
Tery powerful motives to undertake a journey to 
Magdeburg'*^ regard to my promise<f-the prospect 
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of enjoying the felit;ity of paying my respects to 
your highness ; but I am perfectly sensible, at the 
same time, that I was not forced to it ; and that it 
was entirely in my own power to take that journey, 
or to have remained at Berlin. But a body impelled 
by any power necessarily obeys, and it cannot be 
affirmed that it was at liberty to obey or not as it 
pleased. ^^ 

The motive which det^piiines a spirit to regulate 
its resoUes is of a natnre wholly different from a 
cause or force acting upon body. Here the eflfect is 
producea necessarily, and there the eflfect remains 
always voluntary, and the soul has power over it. 
On this is founded the imjmtdbility of the actions of 
a spirit, which makes it responsible for them, and 
which is the true foundation of right and wrong. 
As soon as we have settled this iiSinite difference 
between spirit and body, the question respecting 
liberty presents very little difficulty. 

16M December, 1760. 
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The same Sttbject continued. 

Thb diflTerence which I have just established be- 
tween the motives conformably to which spirits act, 
and the causes, or powers which act on bodies, dis^ 
covers to us the true foundation of liberty. 

Imagine a puppet so artfully constructed with 
wheels and springs as to be able to approach my 
pocket and to pick out my watch without my per- 
ceiving it. This action, being a necessary conse- 
quence of the organization of the machine, could 
not be considered as a robbery ; and I should ren- 
der myself ridiculous if I got into a passion at it, 
and insisted on having the machine hanged. Every 
one would say that the puppet was innocent, and 
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incapable of committing a blameable action; it 
would be, besides, equally indifferent to the pjappet 
to be hanged or placed on a throne. But if the 
artist had contrived this machine on purpose to 
steal and to enrich himself by such means, however 
much I might admire the ingenuity displayed on the 
mechanism, I should reckon myself obliged to bring 
him to justice as a thief. It follows, then, that even 
in this case the criminaU^ reverts upon an intelli- 
gent being, or a spirit, and that spirits alone axe 
responsible for their actions. 

Let every man examine his own actions, apd he 
will always find that he was not forced into them, 
though he might be induced by motives. If his ac-r 
tions are commendable, he is perfectly conscious 
of meriting the praises bestowed upon him. How-r 
ever he might be deceived in his other judgments, 
he cannot in this case ; the sentiment of his liberty 
is so intimately connected with that liberty itself 
that they are inseparable. It is possible to enter- 
tain a cloubt where the liberty of another is con- 
cerned, but it is impossible ever to be deceived re- 
specting one's own. A clown, for example, on 
seeing the puppet above described, might easily 
imagine it to be a real thief, and that it likewise was 
a free agent: in this he would be mistaken; but 
with respect to his own liberty it is impossible for 
him to mistake ; as he deems himself free, be is so 
in fact. It might likewise happen that the clown iu 
question, undeceived as to the puppet, should afters- 
ward consider a dexterous thief as a machine, des- 
titute of all sentiment and of liberty : here he would 
fall into the opposite error ; but as to his own ac- 
tions he will never be mistaken. 

It would therefore be ridiculous to affirm that it 
might be possible for a watch to imagine that its 
hand turned freely, and to believe that it now points 
to nine because it pleases to do so, but could point 
to fiay other hptq: if it thought proper : the watch 
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Would undoubtedly deceive itself. But the whole 
supposition is manifestly absurd. You must first 
ascribe to the watch sentiment and imagination, and 
accordingly suppose it a spirit or soul, which neces- 
sarily implies liberty ; and afterward consider it as 
a mere machine, divested of liberty, which is a 
manifest contradiction. 

Another objection, kpwever, is started against 
liberty, founded on the Mline prescience. God, it is 
said, foresaw from all eternity every resolution which 
I should form, and every action which I should do 
during every instant of my life. If God foresaw 
I should just now continue to write, that I should 
by-and-by lay down my pen, and rise to take a 
walk, my action would be no longer free, for I am 
under the necessity of writing, of lajdng down the 
pen, and of rising to walk ; and it would be im{)OS- 
Aible for me to act otherwise, as it was impossible 
God should be deceived in what he foresees. 

The reply is obvious. Because God foresaw^ 
from all eternity, that I should perform, on such a 
day, such an action, it does not follow that I shall 
perform it because God foresaw it. For it is evi- 
dent that it ought not be alleged, in the cause sup- 
posed, that I go on to write, because God foresaw I 
should go on to write ; but, on the contrary, as I 
judge it proper to go on to write, God foresaw that 
I would do so. Thus the prescience of God by no 
means encroaches on my liberty ; and all my actions 
remain equally at liberty, whether God foresaw 
them 01* not. 

Some, however, in the vieiv of supporting liberty, 
have gone so far as to deny the Divine prescience i 
but you Will have little difficulty in detecting the 
falsehood of this opmion. Is it so surprising that 
the Supreme Being, who is acquainted with sdl my 
propensities, shoiSd be able to foresee the effect 
which every motive will produce on my soul, and, 
consequently, all the resolutions which 1 shall form 
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in confonnity to these effects, when simple mortals, 
such as WQ are, frequently exercise a similar pre- 
science? You can easily imagine to yourself a 
man extremely covetous, who has a fair opportunity 
of making a considerable advantage. You know 
for certain he will not fail to avail himself of it. 
Your knowledge of this, however, has no influence 
upon the man ; he goes into it with the full deter- 
mination of his own mind^BB if you had never spent 
a thought upon him. Now, as God is infinitely 
better acquainted with men, and all their dispositions, 
it is not to be doubted that he could have foreseen 
their actions, in all situations. The prescience of 
God, with respect to the free actions of spirits, is 
nevertheless founded on another principle man that 
of the changes which mtist take place in the corpo- 
real world, where all is under the power of necessity. 
This distinction shall be the subject of my next Letter. 
20th December, 1760. 



LETTER LXXXVIL 

Influence of the Liberty of Spirits upon JEk^enU, 

If the world contained bodies pnly, and if the 
changes which take place in it were necessary con- 
sequences of the laws of motion, conformably to 
the powers with which they act upon each other, 
all events would be necessary, and would depend on 
the first arrangement which the Creator had estab- 
lished of the bodies of the universe ; so that this 
arrangement once estabhshed, it should be impos-' 
sible for otlier events afterward to take place than 
those which happen in the actual oider of thiius. 
The world would undoubtedly be in this case a 
mere machine, similar to a watch, which, once 
wound up, afterward produces all the motions hy 
which we measure time. 
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Inagiae to yourself a musica] clock; such a 
clock once regulated, all the motiong which it per- 
forms, and the airs which it plays, are produced in 
virtue of its construction, without any fresh appli- 
cation of the hand of the master, and in that case 
we say it is done mechanically. If the artist touches 
it, by changing the notch, or the cylinder, which 
regulates the airs, or by winding it up, it is an ex- 
ternal action, which, not being founded on the organ- 
ization of the machine, no longer appertains to it. 
And if God, as Lord of the universe, should change 
immediately any thing in the course of successive 
events, this change would no longer appertain to 
the machine : it would then be a miracle. 

A miracle, consequently, is an immediate effect 
of the divine Onmipotence, which could not have 
taken place had God left the machine of the uni- 
verse freely to take its course. Such would be 
the state of the universe if it contained bodies only; 
in that case it might be said, that all events take 
i^ce in it from an absolute necessity, each of them 
oeing a necessary effect of the structure of the 
universe ; unless it pleased God to work miracles. 

The same thing would happen, on admitting the 
system of pre-established harmony, though it aUows 
the existence of spirits ; for, according to this sys- 
tem, spirits do not act upon bodies, but these per- 
form all their motions and actions only in virtue of 
their structure, once established; so that when I 
raise my arm, this motion is an effect as necessary 
of the organization of my body as that of the 
wheels in a watch. My soul in no respect con- 
tributes to it ; it is God who, from the beginning, 
arranged the matter, so tha|: the action of my body 
must necessarily result frdtti it, at a certain time, 
and raise the arm at the instant that my soul willed 
it. Thus, my soul has no influence upon my body, 
any more than upon those of other loen and of anii- 
n^; and, consequently, acoovdiog lo thie 9y«tett, 
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the tiniyerse is merely corporeal, and events are a 
necessary effect of the primitive organization 'which 
God has established in the universe. 

But if we allow to the souls of men and of animals 
the power of producing motion in their bodies, 
whicn their organization alone would not have pro- 
duced, the system of the universe is not a mere 
machine, and events do not necessarily take place 
as in the preceding case. * 

The universe will present events of two kinds ; 
the one, those over which spirits have no manner 
of influence, which are corporeal, or dependent on 
the machine, as the motion and phenomena of the 
heavenly bodies ; these take place as necessarily as 
those of a watch, and depend entirely on the primi- 
tive establishment of the universe. The others 
depend on the soul, united to the body of men and 
animals, and are no longer necessary, as the pre- 
ceding, but result from the liberty, as from the wiU, 
of these spiritual beings. 

These two kinds of events distinguish the universe 
from a mere machine, and raise it to a rank infinitely 
more worthy of the Almighty Creator who formed 
it. The government of this universe will likewise 
ever inspire us with the most sublime idea of the 
soverei^ wisdom and goodness of God. 

It is certain, therefore, that liberty, which is ab- 
solutely essential to spirits, has a very great influ- 
ence on the events of the world. You have only to 
consider the fatal consequences of these wars, 
which all result from human actions, determined by 
their will or their caprice. 

It is likewise certain, at the same time, that the 
events which take place do not depend only on the 
will of men and animils. Their power is very 
limited, being restricted to a small portion of the 
brain, in which all the nerves terminate ; and this 
action is confined to the communication of an im- 
pression of a certain motion on the members, which 
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majr c^rward operate on other bodies, and these 
again on others, so that the slightest motion of my 
body may have a great influence on a multitude of 
events. 

Man, however, though master of the first motion 
of his body which occasions these events, is not so 
of the consequences of his actions. These depend 
on so many circumstances, that the most sagacious 
mind is incapable of foreseeing them : accoraingly, 
we every day see the best concerted projects failing. 
But it is here that we must acknowledge the govern- 
ment and providence of God, who, having from 2JI 
eternity foreseen all the counsels, the projects, and 
the voluntary actions of men, arranged tne corporeal 
world in such a manner that it brings about, at all 
times, circumstances which cause those enterprises 
to fail or to succeed, according as his infinite wisdom 
juc^es to be most fit. God thus remains absolute 
sovereign of all events, notwithstanding the liberty 
of men, all whose actions, though free, are from the 
beginnihg part of the plan which God intended to 
execute when he created this universe. 

This reflection plunges us into an abyss of wonder 
and adoration at the iiSnite perfections of the Crea- 
tor ; while we consider that there is nothing so mean 
in itself as not to be, from the beginning of the world, 
an object worthy of entering into the original plan 
which God proposed to himself. 

23d December, 1760. 



LETTER LXXXVIII. 

Cf Events, Natural, Supernatural, and Moral, 

In common life we carefully distinguish events 
produced by corporeal causes from those in which 
men and animals co-operate. Those of the former 
description are denominated natural events, or prO- 
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dnced by natural causes ; such are the phenenvena of 
the heavenly bodies, echpses, tempests, whirlwinds, 
earthquakes, &c. These are called natural phe- 
nomena, because it is understood that neither men 
nor animals are active in the production of them. 

If we see a tree torn up by the roots, through the 
violence of the wind, we call it a natural effect ; but 
if it were done by the strength of man, or the pro- 
boscis of an elephant, no one would call this a 
natural effect. When our plains are deluged by an 
inundation, or destroyed by the hail, we say the 
cause of this calamity was natural ; bat if th« mis- 
chief were done by the invasion of an enemy, we 
would no longer deem the cause of it to be natural. 

If such an evil were to be produced by a miracle, 
or by the immediate power of God, we woiild say 
the cause of it was supernatural ; but if the event 
were occasioned by men or animals, we would not, 
in that case, give it the name of either natural or 
supernatural. We would characterize such an event 
simply by the name of action^ which denotes an 
effect that is neither natural nor supernatural. It 
mi^ht with greater propriety be denominated moral, 
as it depends on the liberty of an intelligent agent. 

Thus, vvhen Quintus Curtius gives us a deftail of 
the actions of Alexander the Great, he communicates 
to us the knowledge of the events brought about by 
the voluntary determinations of that hero. Such 
an action always supposes freedom of resolution in 
a spiritual being ; a power of determination which 
depends upon his will, and of which he is master. 
I say, of which he is master ; for there is a great 
variety of motions, the production of which, were 
we to determine to will them ever so much, we 
should not, however, be obeyed, because over such 
movements we have no power. 

I am not master even of all the motions per^^ed 
in my own body ; that of my heart and or my blood 
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10 not subject to my power, or to Ihe empire of my 
aoul, as the action which I perform when I write 
this letter. There are other motions which partake 
of the nature of both these, such as respiration, 
which it is in my power to accelerate or to retard 
to a certain degree, but of which I am by no means 
the absolute master. 

Language is not sufficiently rich to express, by 
one appropriate term, all these different kinds of 
events. There are some produced by natural causes 
merely, and which are necessary consequences of 
the arrangement of bodies in the universe ; and as 
these necessarily come to pass, the knowledge of 
this arrangement enables us to foretel a great number 
of them, such as the situation of the heavenly bodies, 
eclipses, and other phenomena depending on them, 
for any given time whatever. There are other 
events which depend only on the will of free and 
spiritual beings, as the actions of every man and of 
every animal. It is impossible for us to. foresee any 
thing of these, in particular, unless by coi\jecture 
merely ; and in this we are frequently very grossly 
mistaken. God alone possesses this knowledge in 
a supreme degree. 

From these two kinds of events there arises a 
third, in which natural causes concur with such as 
are voluntary, and dependent on a being exercising 
its liberty. Of this the biUiard-table furnishes an 
example. The strokes impressed on the balls de- 
pend on the will of the players ; but as soon as motion 
IS communicated to them, the continuation of that 
motion, and their collision with each other, or with 
the cushion, are necessary consequences of the laws 
of motion. 

In general, most of the events which take place on 
the earth must be referred to this species, as there 
are scarcely any over which men and animals have 
not some uifluence. The cultivation and produce 
of our fields require, in the first instance, the volun- 

Bbd 
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tary exertions of men or beasts ; bat the sequel is 
an effect of causes' purely natural. It is accoi^ingly 
of importance to remark, that God acts in a manner 
totally differem towards bodies and spirits. God has 
established for bodies laws of rest and motion, con- 
formably to which all changes necessarily take place ; 
as bodies are merely passive beingfs, which preserve 
themselves in their state, or necessarily obey im- 
pressions made upon them by others, as I formeriy 
explained ; whereas spirits are susceptible of no force 
or constraint, but are governed of God by precepts 
andprohibitions. 

With respect to bodies, the will of God is always 
perfectly accomplished ; but with respect to spiritual 
beings, such as men, the contrary very often bap- 
pens. When it is said to be the will of God that 
men should love one another, we mean by that ex- 
pression a commandment which men ought to obey ; 
but this is very far from being the case. God does 
not force men to it, for this would be contrary to 
the liberty which is essential to them ; but He en- 
deavours to engage men to the observance of this 
commandment, by proposing to them motives the 
most powerful ; but it always depends on the will 
of man whether he is to' obey or not. In this sense 
we are to understand the will of God, when it refers 
to the free actions of spiritual beings. 

27th December, 1760. 



LETTER LXXXIX. 

Of the Question respecting the best World posstbU; 
and of the (higin of Evil. 

You know well, that it has been made a questioa, 
Whether this world be the best possible 1 It cannot 
be doubted, that the world perfectly correqpcmda to 
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^ plan which God proposed to himself when he 
created it. 

As to bodies and material productions, their ar- 
rangement and structure are such, that certainly they 
cotud not have been better. Please to recollect the 
wonderful structure of the eye, and you will see the 
necessit^r of admitting that the conformation of aU 
its parts is perfectly iSlapted to fulfil the end in view, 
that of representing distinctly exterior objects. How 
much address is necessary to keep up the eye in 
that state, during the course of a whole life 1 The 
juices which compose it must be preserved from 
corruption ; it was necessary to make provision that 
they should be constantly renewed and maintained 
in a suitable state. 

A structure equally marvellous is observable in all 
the other parts of our bodies, in those of all animals, 
and even of the vilest insects. And the structure of 
these last is so much the more admirable, on account 
of their smallness, that it should perfectly satisfy all 
the wants which are peculiar to each species. Let 
us examine only the sense of seeing in tnese insects, 
by which they distinguish objects so minute, and so 
near, as to escape our eyes, and this examination 
alone will fill us with astonishment. 

We discover the same perfection in plants ; every 
thing in them concurs to their formation, to their 
growth, and to the producCion of their flowers, of 
their fruits, or of their seeds. What a prodigy, to 
behold a plant, a tree, spring from a small grain cast 
into the earth, by the help of the nutritious juices 
with which the soil supplies it ! The productions 
found in the bowels of tne earth are no less wonder* 
ful : every part of nature is capable of exhausting 
our utmost powers of research, without permitting 
US to penetrate all the wonders of its construction. 
Nay, we are utterly lost, while we reflect how every 
substance— earth, water, air, and fire— concur in the 
production of all organned bodies ; and finally, bow 
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the arranfl^ment of all the heavenly bodies ia so 
admirs^ly contrived as perfectly to fulfil all these 
particular destinations. 

After having reflected in this manner, it will be 
difficult for you to believe that there should have 
been men who maintained, that the universe was 
the eflect of mere chance, without any design. But 
there always have been, and there still are, persons 
of this description ; those, however, who have a solid 
knowledge of nature, and whom fear of the justice 
of God £>e8 not prevent from acknowledging Him, 
are convinced, with us, that there is a Supreme Being 
who created the whole universe, and, from the re- 
marks which I have just been suggesting to yon 
respecting bodies, every thing has been created in 
the highest perfection. 

As to spints, the wickedness of man seems to be 
an infringement of this perfection, as it is but too 
capable of introducing tne greatest evils into the 
world ; and these evils have, at all times, appeared 
incompatible with the sovereign goodness of God. 
This is the weapon usually em}3oyed by infidels 
against religion, and the existence of God. If God, 
say they, was the author of the world. He must also 
be the author of the evil which it contains, and of 
the crimes committed in it. 

This question, respecting the origin of evil — the 
difficulty of explaining how it can consist with the 
sovereign goodness of God, has always greatly per- 

Slexed philosophers and divines. Some have en- 
eavoured to give a solution, but it has satisfied only 
themselves. Others have gone so far as to maintain 
that God was, in fact, the author of moral evil, and 
of crimes ; always protesting, at the same time, that 
this opinion ought to bring no imputation on the 
goodness and holiness of God. Others, finally, con- 
sider this question as a mystery which we cannot 
comprehend ; and these last, undoubtedly, have em- 
braced the preferable sentijueat. 
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God is supremely ffood and holy ; He is the author 
of the world, and that world swarms with crimes 
and calamities. These are three truths which it is 
apparently difficult to reconcile ; but, in my opinion, 
a great part of the difficulty vanishes as soon as we 
hare formed a just idea of spirit, and of the liberty 
80 essential to it that Gk>d himself cannot divest it 
of this quality. 

Gk>d having created spirits, and the souls of men, 
I remark, first, that spirits are beings infinitely more 
excellent than bodies ; and, secondly, that, at the 
momeilt of creation, spirits were all good : for time 
is rec^uisite to the formation of evu inclinations: 
there is, therefore, no difficulty in affirming that Grod 
created spirits. But it being the essence of spirits to 
be free, and liberty not being capable of suosisting 
without a power to sin, to create a spirit possessed 
of the power of sinning' has nothinp^ inconsistent 
with divine perfection, because a spint could not be 
created destitute of that power. 

God has, besides, done every thing to prevent 
crimes, by prescribing to spirits precepts, the ob- 
servance of which must always render them good 
and happy. There is no other method of treating 
spirits, which cannot be subject to any constraint : 
and if some of them have abused their liberty, and 
transgressed these commandments, they are respon- 
sible for it, and worthy of punishment, without any 
impeachment of the Deity. 

There remains only one obj/ection more to be con- 
sidered — namely, that it would have been better not 
to create such spirits, as God foresaw they must 
sink into criminahty. But this far surpasses nnman 
understanding ; for we know not whether the plan 
of the world could subsist without them. We know, 
on the contrary, by experience, that the wickedness 
of some men frequently contributes to the correc- 
tion and amendment of others, and thereby conducts 
them to hairiness. This considerati6n alone is 
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sufficient to rastify the existence of evil spirits. 
And as God nas all power over the coAsequeoces 
of human wickedness, every one may rest assured, 
that in conforming to the commandments of God, all 
events which come to pass, however calamitous they 
may appear to him, are always under the direction 
of Providence, and finally terminate jniiis true hap- 
piness. 

This providence of God, which extends to every 
individual in particular, thus furnishes the most 
satisfactory solution of the question re^ctinj[ the 
permission and the origin of evil. This likewise is 
the foundation of all religion, the alone *' object of 
which is to promote the salvation of mankind.'** 

30M December^ 1760. 



LETTER XC. 

Connexion of the preceding Considerations with ReH- 
gion. Reply to the Objections of the Philosophical 
Systems against Prayer. 

Before I proceed farther in my lessons on phi- 
losophy and physics, I think it my duty to point out 
to you their connexion with religion. 

However extravagant and absurd the sentiments 
of certain philosophers may be, they are so obsti- 
nately prepossessed in favour of them, that they 
reject every religious opinion and doctrine which 
is not conformable to tneir system of philosophy. 
From this source are derived most of the sects and 
heresies in religion. Several philosophical systems 
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are really contradictory to religion ; but in that caae 
divine truth ought surely to be preferred to the reve- 
ries of men, if the pride of philosophers knew what 
it was to yield. Should sound philosophy some- 
times seem in opposition to religion, that opposition 
is more apparent than real ; and we must not sulTer 
ourselves to be dazzled with the speciousness of 
objection. 

I begin with considering an objection which al- 
most Si the philosophical systems have started 
against prayer. Rehgion prescribes this as our 
duty, with an assurance that God will hear and an- 
swer our vows and prayers, provided they are con- 
formable to the precepts which he has given us. 
Philosophy, on the other hand, instructs us that idl 
events take place in strict conformity to the course 
of nature, established from the beginning, and that 
our prayers can effect no change whatever ; unless 
we pretend to expect that God should be continually 
working miracles, in compliance with our prayers. 
This o^ection has the greater weight, that religion 
itself teaches the doctrine 'of God^s having estab- 
lished the course of all events, and that notning can 
come to pass but what God foresaw from all eter- 
nity. Is it credible, say the objectors^ that God 
should think of altering this settled course, in com- 
pliance with any prayers which men might address 
to him 1 

But I remark, first, that when God established the 
course of the universe, and arranged all the events 
which must come to pass in it, he paid attention to 
all the circumstances which should accompany each 
event ; and particularly to the dispositions, to the 
desires, and prayers of every intelligent being ; and 
that the arrangement of all events was disposed in 
perfect harmony with all these circumstances. 
When, therefore, a man addresses to God a prayer 
worthy of being heard, it must not be imagined that 
Mich a prayer came not to the knowledge of God till 
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the momenl it was fonned. That jprayer was al« 
ready heard from all eternity ; and if the Father of 
Merdea deeiwdd it worthy of being answered* he ar- 
ranged the world expressly in favour of that prayeri 
sothat the accomplisliment should be a consequence 
of the natural course of events. It is thus thai God 
answers the prayers of men without working a 
miracle. 

The establishment of the course of the universe, 
fixed once for all, far from rendering prayer unneces- 
sary, rather increases our confidence, by convejdi^ 
to us this consolatory truth, that all our prayers have 
been already, from the beginning, presented at the 
feet of the throne of the Almighty, and that they 
have been admitted into the plan of the universe, as 
motives conformably to which events were to be 
regvdated, in subserviency to the infinite wisdom of 
the Creator. 

Can any one believe that our condition would be 
better if uod had no knowledge of our prayers be- 
fore we presented them, and that He should Uien be 
disposed to change in our favour the order of the 
course of nature ? This might well be irreconcila- 
ble to his wisdom, and inconsistent with his adorable 
perfections. Would there not, then, be reason to 
say that the world was a very imperfect work 1 that 
God was entirely disposed to be favourable to the 
wishes of men ; but not having foreseen them, was 
reduced to the necessity of every instant interrupt- 
ing the course of nature, unless He were determin^ 
totally to disregard the wants of intelligent beings, 
which, nevertheless, constitute the principal part of 
the universe? For to what purpose create this ma- 
terial world, replenished with so many great won- 
ders, if there were no intelligent beings, capable of 
admiring it, and of being elevated by it to the adora- 
tion of God, and to the most intimate union with 
tbeir Creator, in whioh, undoubtedly, their highesl 
f(^citgr consists ? 
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' Hence, it must abeohrtefy be concluded, thftt in^ 
telligent beti^ and their salvation must have been 
the principal object, in snboidination to which God 
vegiuated the arrangement of this world ; and we 
have every reason to rest adored that all the events 
which take place in it are in the most delightful 
bannony with the wants of all intelligent beings^ 
to conduct them to their true happiness ; but with' 
out constraint, because of their hberty, which is as 
essential to spirits as extension is to Dody. There 
is therefore no ground for surprise that there 
should be intelligent beings which shall never reach 
leUcitv. 

In this connexion of spirits with events consists 
the Divine Providence, of which every individual 
has the consolation of being a partaker ; so that 
every man may rest assured that, from all eternity, 
he entered into the plan of the universe. How 
ouflht this consideration to increase our confldenoe 
and our joy in the providence of God, on which all 
religion is founded! You see, then, that on this 
side religion and philosoi^ are by no means at 
viuriance. 

9d Januarfj 1761. 



LETTER XCI. 

Tk$ Ukwiy tflntdlifent Beings in ffofmony wOh tke 
Doctrines of the Christian Religion, 

LiBtRTY is a quality so essential to every snirftnal 
Mng, that God himself cannot divest them or it, just 
as He cannot divest abody of its extension, or of its 
inmriia, without entirely destroying or annihilatinf 
it : to divest a spirit of hberty, therefore, would b« 
the same thing as to annihilate it. This must h0 
mderstood of the spirit or soali itself, and no« of tM 
«0limitofth6faad!f whleh tiMr sooT dftedv iit «•«« 
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formity to its will. If you would prevent me ftoni 
writinir^ you have but to bind my hands — to write is 
undoubtedly an exercise of liberty ; but then^ though 
you may say that yon have deprived me of the libeity 
of writing, you have only deprived my body of the 
faculty of obeying the dictates of my soul. Bind 
me ever so hard, you cannot extinguish in my tpirit 
an inclination to write ; all you can do is to preveat 
the execution of it. 

We must always carefully distingiYi^ between 
inclmation, or the aot of willing, and ekecutioD^ 
which is performed by the ministration of Uie body« 
The act of willing cannot be restrained by an ex- 
terior power, not even by that of God ; for liberty 
is independent of all exterior force. But there are 
means of acting on spirits, by motives which have a 
tendency, not to constrain, but to persuade. Let a 
man be firmly determined to engage in any enter^ 
prise, and let us suppose the execution of it pre* 
vented ; without making any change in his inten- 
tion, or will, it might be possible to suggest motives 
which should engage him to abandon his purpoee, 
without employing any manner of constraint : how<» 
ever powerful these motives may be, he is always 
master of his own will ; it never can be said that he 
was forced or constrained to it, at least the expres- 
sion would be improper ; for the proper term is per- 
suade, which is so suitable to the nature and the 
liberty of intelligent beings, that it cannot be applied 
to any other. It would be very ridiculous, for ex- 
ample, in playing at billiards, to say that I persuaded 
the ba^l to run into the hazard. 

This sentiment respecting the liberty of spirits 
appears, however, to some persons contrary to the 
goodness or the power of the Supreme Being. Lib- 
erty, from its very nature, can submit to no degree 
of constraint, even on the part of God. But without 
exercising any constraint over* spirits, God has an 
infinite variety of means of presenting them witb 
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enclosed in the smallest space ; they even made it a 
question, How many spirits could dance on the point 
of a needle ? 

The disciples of Wb(/f are nearly of the same opin- 
ion« According to them, all bodies are composed 
of particles extremely minute, divested of all magni- 
tude — and they give them the name of monads. A 
monad, then, is a substance destitute of all exten- 
sion ; and on dividing a body till you come to par- 
ticles so minute as to be susceptible of no farther 
division, you have got to the Wolffian monad, which 
differs, therefore, from the most subtile particle of 
dust only in this, that the minutest particles of dust 
are not perhaps sufficiently small, and that a farther 
division is still necessary to obtain real monads. 

Now, according to Mr, Wolffs not only all bodies 
are composed of monads, but every spirit is merely 
a monad ; and^ the Supreme Being, I tremble as I 
write it, is likewise a monad. This does not convey 
a very magnificent idea of God, of spirits, and of 
the souls of men. I cannot conceive that my soul 
is nothing more than a being similar to the last 
particles of a body, or that it is reduced almost- to a 
point. It appears to me still less capable of being 
maintained, that several souls joined together might 
form a body, a slip of paper, for example, to light a 
pipe of tobacco. But the supporters of tliis opinion 
go upon this ground, that as a spirit has no ma^i- 
tude, it must, of necessity, resemble a geometncal 
point. Let us examine the solidity of their rea- 
soning. 

I remark, first, that as a spirit is a being of a nature 
totally different from that of body, it is absurd to 
aiqply to it standards, which suppose magnitude, and 
that, consequently, it would be folly to ask how 
many feet or inches long a spirit is, or how many 
pounds or ounces it weighs. These questions are 
applicable only to things which have length or. 
i|re%fat, and are as ibsnrd as if, speaking of time, it 

Cc8 
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LETTER XCn. 
^yeidaium respecting the Nature ef BfieiU. 

In order more clearly to elocklate niiat I htre 
Just said respecting the difference between body and 
apirit-^for it is impossible to be too attentive to wbal 
constitutes that difference, as it extends so far, that 
^Nrit has nothing in common with body, nor body 
with spirit — I think it necessary to snbjoio the m» 
lowing reflections : 

Extension, mertia^ and impenetrability are the 
properties of body; spirit is without extension, 
without tncrlui, withbut impenetrability. All phi- 
losophers are agreed that extension cannot hav^ 
phioe in respect of spirit. It is a self-evident truths 
for every thmg extended is divisible, and 3roa can 
form the idea of its parts ; but a spirit is susoeptiblo 
of no division ; you can have no conception of its 
half, or of its third part. Every spirit is a completa 
being, to the exclusion of all parts ; it cannot then 
be affirmed that a spirit has length, breadth, ot 
thickness. In a word, all that we conceive ei ex- 
tension must be excluded from the idea of a spirit. 

IIT would appear, therefore, that as spirits have no 
magnitude, they must resemble geometrical point8| 
the definition of which is, that they have neither 
tength, breadth, nor depth. Would it be a very 
accurate idea to represent to ourselves a spirit by a 
mathematical point 1 The scholastic philosophera 
have professed this opinion, and considered spdrits 
as beings infinitely small, similar to the most subtilo 
particles of dust, but endowed with an inconceivablo 
activity and agility, by which they are enabled to 
transport themselves in an instant to the greatest 
distanees* They maintained, that in virtne (rf this 
extreme minnteness, milhons of spirits mig|it bg 
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Mil it Mts tlieie ; and as God possesses, the power 
of acting upon all bodies, it is in* this respect we say 
He is erefywhere, though his existence is attached 
to no place. 

lOik J0numyy 1761. 



LETTER XCIII. 

1%t 9ubf€ct eoKHmued, Refiections on the State of 

S&uU after Death. 

Ysv will probably be sctrpnsed at the sentiment 
'wfttch I haye jnst now ventured to advance, that 

Sirits, in virtue of their nature, are in no place. In 
us affirming, I shatt perhaps be in danger of passinff 
fM a man who denies the existence of spirits, and 
noBseqnently that of Grod. But I have suready de- 
monstrated, that something may exist, and have a 
teality, without being attached to any one place. 
The example drawn fi^m an hour, though feeble, re- 
moves the greatest difficulties, though there is an 
inftnite difference between an hour ami a spirit. 

Hie idea which 1 form of spirits appears to me 
incomparably more noble than that of those who 
consider them as geometrical points, and who re- 
dace God himself to this class. What can be more 
•hooking than to confound all spirits, and the Su- 
preme Being among the rest, with the minutest par- 
tielM into which a' body is divisible, and to rank 
ikma in the same class with these particles, which 
it w not in the power of the learned term monad to 
•nnoUe! 

T)» be in a certain place is an attribute belonging 
only to corporeal thin^ ; and as spirits are of a to- 
tal^ diffevent nature, it is not a matter of surprise to 
•ay, that Hkey are not to be found in any place ; and 
I am nnder no aDprehension of reproach ror the eht- 
•rtfcti p aa w4tiehl nav^Mfimittedto yon on this mAf- 
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ject. It is thus I exalt the nature of spirits infinitely 
above that of bodies. 

Every spirit is a being that thinks, reflects, rea*- 
sons, deliberates, acts freely, and, in one wovd, that 
lives : whereas body has no other qualities bat that 
of being extended, susceptible of motion, and im- 
penetnwle; from whence results this universal 
quality, that every body remains in the same state 
as long as there is no necessity of mutual penetra- 
tion, or of their undergoing some change; and in 
case of the necessity of their penetrating each other, 
if they continued to remain in their state, their im- 
penetrabili^ itself supplies the powers requisite to 
change their state, as far as it is necessary to pre* 
vent all penetration. 

In this consist all the changes which take idaoe in 
bodies : all is passive, and necessarily befalu them 
in conformity to the laws of motion. There is, in 
body, neither intelligence, nor will, nor liberty: 
these are the supereminent qualities of spirits, while 
bodies are not even susceptible of them. 

It is spirit likewise which produces in the cor- 
pK)real world the principal events, the illustrious ac- 
tions of intelligent beings, which are all the effect 
of the influence which the souls of men exercise 
upon their bodies. This power, which every soul 
has over its body, cannot but be considered as a ^ft 
of God, who has established this wonderful umon 
between soul and body. And as I find my soul in 
such a union with a certain particle of my body, 
concealed in the brain, it may be said that the seat 
of my soul is in that spot, though, properly speak- 
ing, my soul resides nowhere, and is referable to 
that place of my body only in virtue of its action 
and of its power. 

It is also the influence of the soul upon the body 
which constitutes its life, which continues as long 
as this unison subsists, or as the organization of the 
body remains entire. Death, then^ is ngtbing els^ 
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tat the dissolution of this union, and the soul has no 
need to be transported elsewhere ; for, as it resides 
tn BO place, all places must be indifferent to it ; and, 
eoDsequently, if it should please God, after my death, 
te establish a new union between my soul and an 
orfantxed body in the moon, I should instantly be 
in the moon, without the trouble of a long journey. 
And if, even now, God were to grant to my soul a 
power over an organized body in the moon, I should 
be equally here and in the moon ; and this involves 
no manner of contradiction^ It is body only which 
etnnot be in two places at once; but there is 
nothinf^ to prevent spirit, which has no relation to 
place, m virtue of its nature, to act at the same time 
on several bodies, situated in places very remote 
ftom each other ; and in this respect it mi^t be 
mid, with truth, that it was in all these places at 
once. 

Hiis supplies us with a clear elucidation of the 
omnipresence of God : it is, that his power extends 
to the whole universe, and to all the bodies which it 
oontaina.. It appears to me, of consequence, an im- 
proper expression, to say that God exists every- 
where, as the existence of a spirit has no relation 
to pLace, It is more consonant with propriety to 
say, CkKl is everywhere present. 

Let us now compare this idea with that of the 
WolAaoa, who, representing Deity under the idea of 
a point, attach Him to one fixed place, as, in fact, a 
point cannot be in several places at once ; and hdw 
IS it possible to reconcile the Divine omnipotence 
with the idea of a point ? 

Death being a dissolution of the union subsisting 
between the soul and body during life, we are en- 
ahM to form some idea of the state of the soul after 
death. As the soul, during life, derives all its know- 
ledge through the medium of the senses, being de- 
frived by &ath of the information communicated 
Ihroufh Urn senses* it no longer knows what H 
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passing in the material world ; this state might, in 
some respects, be compared to that of a man who 
should all at once become blind, deaf, dumb, and 
deprived of the use of all the other senses. Such a 
man would retain the knowledge which he had ac- 
quired through the medium of sense, and might con- 
tinue to reflect on ideas previously formed ; his own 
actions especially might supply an ample store; 
and, finally, the faculty of reasoning might remain 
entire, as the body in no respect whatever contribates 
to its exercise. 

Sleep likewise furnishes us with something like 
an example of this state, as the union between soul 
and body is then in a great measure interrupted; 
though the soul, even in sleep, ceases not from ex- 
erting its activity, being employed in the productioii 
of what we call dreams. These dreams are nsually 
very much disturbed, by the remains of the influ- 
ence which the senses still exercise over the soul ; 
and we know by experience, that the more this in* 
fluence is suspended, which is the case in very pro- 
found sleep, the more regular and connected like- 
wise our dreams are. Thus, after death, we will 
And ourselves in a more perfect state of dreamii\g, 
which nothing shall be able to discompose ; it shsdl 
consist of representations and reasonings perfectly 
well kept up. And this, in my opinion, is nearly all 
we can say of it, at least with any appearance of 
reason. 

Wh January, 1761. 



LETTER XCIV. 

Comiderations on the Action of the Soul upon the Bodp^ 
and of the Body upon the Soul. 

As the soul is the principal part of our being, it 
18 of high importance thoroughly to inyestigtute it* 
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operations. You will please to recollect, that the 
qnion between the soul and the body contains a two- 
fold influence ; by the one, the soul perceives aikl 
feels all that passes in a certain part of the brain; 
and by the other, it has the power of acting on that 
same portion of the brain, and of producing certain 
motions in it. 

Anatomists have taken infinite pains to discover 
this part of the brain, which is justly called the seat 
of the soul ; not that the soul actually resides there, 
for it is not confined to any place, but because the 
power of acting is attached to that spot. It maybe 
said, that the soul is present there ; but not that it 
exists there, or that its existence is limited to it. 
This part of the brain is undoubtedly that in which 
all the nerves terminate; now, anatomists tell us 
that this termination is in a certain portion of the 
brain, which they term the callous body. This, 
therefore, we may consider as the seat of the soul ; 
and the Creator has bestowed upon every soul such 
a power over this callous membrane of his body, that 
it not only perceives all that passes there, but is like- 
wise able to produce a reciprocal impression. Here, 
then, we observe a twofold action : the one, by 
which the body acts upon the soul — and the other, 
by which the soul acts upon the body ; but these 
actions are infinitely different from those which 
bodies exercise upon other bodies. 

The soul, from its union with the corptis caUosum, 
finds itself intimately connected with the whole body, 
by means of the nerves, which are thence universally 
diffused. Now, the nerves are fibres so wonderfully 
constructed, and to all appearance filled with a ihiid 
so subtile, that the slightest change which they un- 
dergo at one extremity is instantly communicated 
to we other extremity in the brain, where the seat 
of the soul is. And, reciprocally, the slightest im- 
pression made by the soul on the extremities of the 
9anre» in Ui» eorpui cdkmimy is immediately traiit* 
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mitted through the whole extent of eveiy nemo; 
and it is thus that the muscles and membm of oar 
bodies are put in motion, and obey the commands 
of the soul. 

This wonderftd structure of the body placee it k 
a Tery close connexion with all extenor ob|eefis» 
whether near or remote, which may ad upmt itf 
either by immediate contact, as in feeling* naid tast- 
ing, or lr)r their exhalations, as in smelUng. Bodies 
at a great distance act on the sense of heuing wImi 
they make a noise, and exert in the air iribratioBS 
which strike our ears ; they act likewise Npon tlM 
sight, when they are illumined, and traoMnH Mo 
our eyes the rays of light, which consist, ia VQlb 
manner, in a certain vibmtidn caused in that me- 
dium much more subtile than the air, which we cidl 
ether. It is thus that bodies, both near and remote, 
may act upon the nerves of our body, and produce 
certain impressions in the corpus callaswn,(roak which 
the soul derives its perceptions. 

From every thing, therefore, which makes an iuh 
pression on our nerves, there results a certain cbaoge 
in the brain, of which the soul has a perception, and 
tiier^)Y acquires the idea of the object which caused 
it. We have here, then, two things to be exam« 
ined : the one is corporeal, or matenal, which is the 
impression, or the change produced in the eorpui 
callosum of the brain ; the other sptrihud^ namely, 
the perception, or the information, which the soul 
derives from it. It is, if 1 may so express myselff 
from the contemfdation of what passes in tho cctyme 
eaUosum, that all our knowledge is derived. 

You must permit me to enter into a more prnt" 
ticular detail on this important article. Let us, Aral, 
consider one single sense, say that of smeYttng, 
which, being.tjie least complicated, seems the most 
proper to assist us in our researches. Suppose all 
Ihe other senses annihilated, and that a roao wrai 
ynJM to the note; its sadmlatioD wooldr it 
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fxeil« a certain ag;itation in the nerves of the nose, 
which thence transmitted to the corpus caUosum, will 
occasion there likewise some change ; and in this 
consists the material circumstance which is the sub- 
ject of our investigation. This slight change, pro- 
duced in the corvus coUoswn^ is then perceived bv 
the soul, and it tnence acquires the idea of the smell 
of a rose ; and this is the spiritual operation which 
takes place : but we cannot explain in what manner 
this is done, as it depends on the incomprehensible 
union which the Creator has established between the 
body and the souL 

It is certain, however, that upon this change in 
the corvus caUosum, there is excited in the soul the 
idea of the smell of a rose, or the contemplation of 
this change Aimishes to the soul a certain idea, that 
of the smell of a rose, but nothing more ; for as the 
other senses are suspended, the soul can form no 
Judgment of the nature of the object itself which 
suggested this idea-^the idea of the smell of a rose 
alone was excited in the soul. Hence we compre- 
hend that the soul does not form this idea of itself, 
for. it would have remained unknown but for the 
presence of a rose. But further, the soul is not in- 
different with respect to it ; the perception of this 
idea is apeeable ; the soul itself is somehow inter- 
ested in it. Accordingly, we say that the soul feels 
the odour of the rose ; aiid this perception we call 
sensation. 

It is the same with all the other senses ; every 
object by which they are struck excites in the corpus 
callosum a certain change, which the soul observes 
with a sensation agreeable or'disagreeable, and from 
which it derives the idea of the ol^ect which caused 
it. This idea is accompanied with a sensation so 
much the stronger and more fntense, as the impres- 
sion made on the corpus callosum is more lively. It 
is thus that the soul, by contemplating the changes 
produced in the eorpng ctdUmum of th^ brain, acquires 

Vol. I.— D d 
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ideas, and is affected by them ; and this is tHiat 
imdentaDd by the tenn sensoHim,^ 
nth Januofy, 1761. 



LETTER XCV. 
Cf the Faculties of the Soul^ and of Judgment, 

Had we no other sense bat that of smelling, our 
knowledge would be very limited ; we should then 
have no other sensation than that of odomrs, the 
diversity of which, were it ever so great, coiMnot 
very much interest our soul; being restricted to 
this, that agreeaUe smells would procure some de- 
gree of pleasure, and such as are disagreeable would 
excite some disgust. 

But this very circumstance carries us forward to 
a most important inquiry: Whence is it that one 
smell is agreeable, and another disgusting ? It can- 
not be a matter of doubt, that agreeable smells ex- 
cite in the corpus callosum a different agitation from 
that which is produced by the disagreeable; but 
how comes it, that one agitation in the corpus calUh- 
sum can give pleasure to the soul, while another is 
offensive, and even frequently becomes insupport- 
able ? The cause of this difference resides no longer 
in body and matter ; we must look for it in the na* 
ture of the soul itself, which enjoys a certain plea- 
sure in feeling certain agitations, while others ex- 
cite uneasiness ; and the real cause of this effect we 
do not know. 

Hence we comprehend that the soul does more 
tiian simply perceive what passes in the brain, or 
corpus callosum ; it subjoins to sensation a judgment 
respecting what it finds agreeable or disgusting, and 

* Tbara tre probablir reiy few seieDtifle Anatomiatt of the praaeot day 
who would oootider the ttatemente in tbie and aueceeding I>ettera rela- 
ciw 10 tba «M;pwa oaOoiiMi M worthy or Bidi oonMeaaft-^jIm. JUL 
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consequently exercises, besides the faculty of per- 
ceiving, another and a different faculty, that of judg- 
ing ; and this judgment is wholly different from the 
simple idea of a smell. 

The same consideration, of the sense of smeUing 
only, discovers to us still other acts of the som. 
When the smells are changed, when you apply to 
the nose a carnation after a rose, the soul has not 
only a perception of both smells, but likewise re- 
marks a difference between them. Hence we con- 
4;lude, that the soul still retains the preceding idea 
to compare it with that which follows ; in this con- 
sists reminiscence y or memory, by which we have the 
power of recalling ideas, antecedent and past. Now 
the real source of memory is entirely concealed from 
us. We know well that the body has much to do 
in it ; for experience assures us, that disease, and 
various accidents which befall the body, weaken and 
frequently destroy the memory : it is equaUy certain, 
at the same time, that the recollection of ideas is 
the proper work of the soul. A recollected idea is 
essentially different from an idea excited by an ob- 
ject. I have a perfect recollection of the sun which 
I saw to-day ; but this idea greatly differs from that 
which I had while I was looking at the sun. 

Some authors pretend, that when we recall an 
idea, there happens in the brain an agitation similar 
to that which first produced it ; but if this were the 
case, I should actually see the sun; it would no 
longer be a recollected ide^. The^ admit, indeed, 
that the agitation which accompanies the recalled 
idea is much weaker than that from which the origi- 
nal idea proceeded : but still I am not satisfied with 
this ; for it would thence follow, that when I recall 
the idea of the sun, it would be much the same as 
when I see the moon, the light of which, you will 
please to remember, is about 300,000 times weaker 
than that of the sun. But actusiUy to look at the 
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moon, and simply to recollect the svu^ are two tbiogv 
absolutely different 

We may say with truth, that the recollected ideas 
are the same with the actual ideas ; but this identity 
respects only the soul ; with regard to the body, the 
actual idea is accompanied with a certain agitatkm 
in the brain, whereas the recollected one is destitute 
of it Accordingly, we say that the idea whicdi I 
feel, or which an object actmg on my senses excites 
in my soul, is a sensation ; but it can with no pro- 
miety be said that a recollected idea is a seBsation. 
To recollect and to feel always remain two things 
absolutely different. 

When, therefore, the soul compares two different 
smells, when it has the idea of the one from the pres- 
ence of an object acting on the sense of smelling, 
and that of the other from recollection, it has in fact 
two ideas at once, the actual idea and the recol- 
lected idea ; and in pronouncing whether of the two 
is more or less agreeable or disagreeable, it exerts a 
particular faculty, distinct from that by which it only 
contemplates what is presented to it. 

But the soul performs still other operations, when 
a succession of several different smells is presented 
to it ; for while it is struck with each of these in its 
turn, the preceding are recollected, and a notion is 
thereby acquired of past and present, and even of 
future, when new sensations are proposed, similar to 
those of which it has already had experience. It 
thence likewise derives the idea of succession, in as 
much as it undergoes several impressions succes- 
sively ; and hence results the idea of durmtion, and 
of time. Finally, on remarking the diversity of sen- 
sations which succeed each other, it begins to reckon 
«««, two, three, &c., though this should not go far- 
Hher, from want of signs or names wherewith to 
mark numbers. For supposing a man has just be- 
gnn to exist, and who has hitherto experienced no 
sensations but those of which I have been speaking, 
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far from having created a language for himself, he 
only knows how to exert his first faculties on the 
simple ideas which the sense of smelling presents 
to him. 

You see, then, that the man in question has al- 
ready ac(]|uired the capacity of forming to himself 
ideas of diversity of the present, of the past, and even 
of the future ; afterward, of succession, of the du- 
ration of time, and of number, or at least of the ele- 
ments of these ideas. Some authors pretend, that 
such a man could not acquire the idea of the dura^ 
tion of time without a succession of different sen- 
sations ; but it appears to me that the same sensa- 
tion, the smell of the rose, for example, being' con^- 
tinued for a considerable time together, he would be 
differently affected by it than he would if it were 
presently withdrawn. . A very long duration of the 
same sensation would at length become tiresome, 
which would necessarily excite in him the idea of 
duration. It must certainly be allowed, that his soul 
would be sensible of a very different eilRsct if the sen- 
sation were continued long, than if it lasted only for 
a moment ; and the soul will clearly perceive this 
difference : it will accordingly have some idea of 
duration and of time, without any variation of the 
sensations. 

These reflections which the soul makes, occasioned 
by its sensations, are what properly belong to its 
s^rittuUity, the hody furnishing oidy simgle sensa- 
tions. The perception of these sensations is already 
an act of the soul's spirituality ; for a body can 
never acquire ideas. 

90th January, 1761. 

Dd3 
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LETTER XCVl. 

Camnciion of tMe Existence of uohmt we peroewe hy the 
Senses. Of the Idealists, EgotisU^ and ilati' 
rialists. 

Iir all Uie 8ensation» which we experience when 
one of oor senses is struck by any object, it is a 
matter of high importance to remark, that the soul 
not only acquires an idea conformed to the impression 
made on the nerves, but that it judgesf at the same 
time, there must exist an exterior object, which fur* 
mshed this idea. Though habit makes us consider 
this judgment as extremely natural, yet we have 
reason to be astonished at it, when we examine more 
attentively what then passes in our brain. 

An example will place this in a clear light. I ahaH 
soppose you looking at the full moon by nigfat; the 
rays which enter into your eyes will at once paint 
on the retina an image similar to the moon, for the 
minute particles of the retina are by the rays put 
into a vibration similar to that which agitates those 
of the moon. Now the retina being only a contex- 
ture of nerves extremely subtile, you easily com- 
prehend that these nerves must hence nodeiigo a 
certain agitation, which will be transmitted to the 
origin of the nerves in the brain. There will be ex- 
cited, therefore, likewise in that portkm of the brain 
a certain agitation, which is the real object that the 
soul contemplates, and from which it derives an 
article of knowledge, which is tke idea of the moon. 
Consequently, the idea of the moon is nothing else 
but the contemplation of this slight agitation affect- 
ingthe origin of the nerves. 

The activity of the soul is so much attached to 
the spot in which the nerves terminate, that it abso- 
lutely knows nothing of the images painted on the 
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bottonn of the eye, and still less of the moon, wlio8# 
rays have formed these images. The soRil, however, 
does not satisfy itself with the mere speculation of 
the agitation iu the brain, which supplies it imme^ 
diately Mrith the idea of the moon ; it subjoins to this 
the judgment, that there really exists out of us am 
object which we call the moon. This judgment 19 
reduced to the following reasoning : 

There has taken place in my brain a certain agitar 
tion, a certain impression ; I do not absolutely know 
by what cause it has been produced, as I know 
nothing even of the images which are the immediate 
cause of it upon the retina ; nevertheless, I boldly 
pronounce that there is a body out of me, the mooi^ 
which supplied me with this sensation. 

What a consequence ! May it not be more prob- 
able that this a^tation, or this iminression, is ioOp 
duced in my brain by some internal cause, such as 
the motion of the blood, or perhaps merely by 
chance ? What right have I, then, to conclude that 
the moon actually exists t If I conclude from U, 
that there is at the bottom of my eye a certai;i^ 
image, this might pass ; as, in fact, this image is the 
immediate cause of the impression made oq the 
braia; though it was sufficiently bold to ha^a^H 
even this conclusion. But I fo much farther, w4 
because there is a certain agitation in my bniin« I 
INToeeed to conclude, that tl^ie exists, out of m(y 
body, nay, in the heavens, a body, which is the fimt 
omse of such impression, and that this body is t)|^ 



In sleep, when we im^ne we see the moon, thp 
eotd acquires the same Siez; and perhaps a similar 
agitation is then produced in the brain, as the sofd 
imagines that it then really sees the mooa. It is 
undoubtedly certain, that in this we d^ceive our- 
selves; but what assurance have we that our judf- 
Sient is better finrnded when we ow a«vak# t PWh 
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losophers have lost their way more than once ill 
endeavouring^ to solve this difficulty. 

What I have Just said respecting the moon takes 
place with regard to all the bodies which we see. 
The consequence is not apparent, that there must 
exist bodies out of us, because our brain undergoes 
certain agitations or impressions. This applies even 
to our own limbs, and to our whole body, of which 
we know nothing but by means of the senses, and 
of the impressions whicn they make in the brain; 
if, then, these impressions, and the ideas which the 
soul derives from them, prove nothing as to the ex- 
istence of body, that of our own body becomes 
equally doubtful. 

You will not therefore be surprised, that there 
should be philosophers who have openly denied the 
etistence of bodies; and in truth it is not easy to 
refute them. They derive a very strong argument 
from dreams, in which we imagine that we see so 
many bodies which have no existence. It is said 
with truth, that then it is pure illusion ; but what 
assurance have we that we are not under the power 
of a similar illusion when awsdie? According to 
these philosophers, it is not an illusion : the soul, 
they admit, perceives a certain impression — an idea ; 
but they boldly deny it to be a consequence, that 
bodies really exist which correspond to those ideas. 
The supporters of this system are called tdealisU, 
because they admit the ideas only of material things, 
and absolutely deny their existence. They may 
likewise be denominated spiritualists, as they main- 
tain that no beings exist except spirits. 

And as we do not know other sjHrits but bj 
means of the senses, or of ideas, there are philoso- 
phers who go so far as to deny the existence of all 
spirits, their own soul excepted, of the existence of 
which every one is completely convinced. These 
aore called eiotistSy because they pretend that nothiflf 
exists but tneir own soul. 
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To them are opposed the philosophers whom we 
deaominate materialists, who deny the existence of 
spirits, and maintain that every thing which esasts 
is matter, and that what we pall our soul is only 
matter extremely subtile, and thereby repdered capar 
b)6 of thought. 

%ith Janmry, 1761. 



LETTER XCVII. 
R^Mtation of the leUaiists, 

I wisB it were in my power to furnish you with 
the arms necessary to combat the idealists and ^ 
egotists, by demonstrating, that there is a real con- 
nexion between our sensation^ and the objects theivh 
seWes which they represent ; but the more I tbi<d^ 
of it, the more I feel my own incapacity. 

It would be ridiculous to think of eogjftging ¥rith 
the egotists ; for a man who imagines he aloue exi- 
ists, and who does not believe in my existence, would 
act in contradiction to his own system if he paid 
any attention to my reasoning, which, accorduig to 
him, would be that of an imaginary being. It is 
Ukewise a hard task to confute the idealist6h-i»y» it 
is impossible to convince of the existence of bodies 
a man obstinately determined to deny it. llMiuf h 
no such philosophers existed, it would be highly ix^ 
teresting to be able to convince ours^ves, that ap 
often as our soul experiences sensatioQs, if ma^ be 
with certainty conclude that bodies likewise exist ; 
amd that, when my soul is atfected by the .^anaatiovi 
of the moon, I may thence boldly inf^r the exi«teoe^ 
of the moon. 

But the union which the Creator has establisfaed 
between the soid and the brain is a mystery so unr 
fathomable, that all our knowledge of it amounts 
only to this: certain impressions made in th^ bmife 
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where the seat of the soul is, excite in it certain 
ideas or sensations ; but the cause of this influence 
is absolutely unknown to us. We ought to satisfy 
ourselves with knowing that this influence subeiste, 
which experience sufficiently confirms ; and it is in 
vain to investigate how this is produced. Now, the 
same experience which proves it informs us like- 
wise that every sensation always disposes the sod 
to believe that there exists, out of it, some object 
which excited such sensation; and that sensatioa 
discovers to us several properties of the object. 

It is, then, a most undoubted fact, that the soul 
always concludes, from any sensation whatever, the 
existence of a real object out of us. This is so 
natural to us from our earliest infancy, and so uni- 
Tersally the case with all men, and even with ani- 
mals, that it cannot with any propriety be called a 
prejudice. The dog that bancs when he sees me is 
certainly convinced that I exist ; for my TOesence 
excites in him the idea of my person. The dog, 
then, is not an idealist. Even the meanest insects 
are assured that bodies exist out of them ; and they 
could not have this conviction but by the sensations 
excited in their sotils. 

I believe, therefore, that sensations include much 
more than those philosophers are disposed to admit. 
They are not only simple perceptions of certain im- 
pressions made in the brain ; they supply the soul 
not with ideas only, but they effectively represent 
to it objects externally existmg, though we cannot 
comprehend how this is done. 

In fact, what resemblance can there be between 
the luminous idea of the moon, and the slight im- 
pression which its rays may produce in the brain bv 
means of nerves ? 

The idea, even in as far as the soul perceives it, 
has nothing material ; it is an act of the soul, which 
is a spirit : it is not necessary, therefore, to look for 
a real relation between the impressions of the braia 
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and the ideas of the soul ; it is enough for us to 
know that certain impressions made in the brain ex- 
cite certain ideas in the soul, and that these ideas 
are representations of objects externally existing, 
of whose existence they give us the assurance. 

Thus, yrhen my brain excites in my soul the sensa- 
tion of a tree, or of a house, I pronounce, without 
hesitation, that a tree, or a house, really exists out 
of me, of which I know the place, the size, and other 
properties. Accordingly, we find neither man nor 
beast who calls this truth in question. If a clown 
should take it into his head to conceive such a 
doubt, and should say, for example, he does not be- 
lieve that his bailiff exists, though he stands in his 
presence, he would be taken for a madman, and with 
good reason ; but when a philosopher advances such 
sentiments, he expects we should admire his know- 
ledge and sagacity, which infinitely surpass the ap- 
prehensions of the vulgar. 

It appears to me, accordingly, iU)undantly certain 
that such extravagant sentiments would never have 
been maintained, but from pride and an sUTectation 
of singularity ; and you will readily believe that the 
common people have, in this respect, much more 
good sense than those learned gentlemen who derive 
no other advantage from their researches but that 
of bewildering themselves in a labyrinth of chime- 
ras, unintelligible to the rest of mankind. 

Let it be established, then, as a certain rule, that 
every sensation not only excises in the soul an idea, 
but shows it, if I may so express myself, an external 
object, of whose existence it gives full assurance 
without practising a deception. A very formidable 
objection, however, is started against this, arising 
from dreams and the reveries of sick persons, in 
which the soul experiences a great variety of sensa^ 
tions of objects which nowhere exist. The only re- 
flection I shall suggest on this subject is, that it must 
be very natural for us to judge that the objects, the 
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sensation Of which the soul experiences, reaUy ^M, 
as we judge after this manner even in sleep, tboogll 
then we deceive ourselves ; but it does not tbenee 
follow that we likewise deceive ourselves when Wi 
are awake. In order to remove this objection, it it 
necessary to know better the difference of the state 
of the man who is asleep and of him who wakes; 
aiid none, perhaps, know this less than the learned, 
which must surely be a matter of some smpfiM 
to you. 
97M Jamary, 1761. 

LETTER XCVIII. 

The Fiteulty of Percewing. Reminiseencef Memerff 
and Attention. Simple and compound Idea*> 

You are by this time sensible that objects by act* 
ing upon our senses excite in the soul sensations, 
from which we judge that they really exist out of 
ua. Though the impressions which occasion these 
sensations are made in the brain, they present, then, 
to the soul a species of image similar to the object 
which the soul perceives, and which is called the 
sensible idea^ because it is excited by the senses. 
Thus, on seeing a dog the soul acquires the idea of 
it ; and it is by means of the senses that the soul 
comes to the knowledge of external objects, and 
acquires sensible ideas of them, which are the 
foundation of all our attainments in knowledge. 

This faculty of the soul, by which it acquires the 
knowledge of external things, is denominated the 
faculty of perception^ and depends, no doubt, on the 
wonderful union which the Creator has established 
between the soul and the brain. Now the soul has 
still another faculty, that of recalling ideas already 
communicated by the senses ; and this faculty it 
named remiMBeenee^ Of iHugkoHon, T\axB^ havfa^ 
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once seen an elephant, you will be able to recollect 
the idea of that animal, though it is no longer before 
you. There is, however, a mighty difference be- 
tween actual and recollected ideas: the former 
make an impression much more Uvely and interest- 
ing than the latter ; but the faculty of recaUing ideas 
is the principal source of all our knowledge. 

Did we lose the ideas of objects as soon as they 
cease to act upon our senses, we should never be 
able to make any reflection, any comparison ; and 
our knowledge would be entirely con&ied to the 
things which we should feel at the moment, all pre- 
ceding ideas being extinguished, as if we had never 
possessed them. 

It is, therefore, a facti^ essential to reasonable 
beings, and with which animals too are endowed, 
that of being able to recollect past ideas. You know 
the faculty of which I speak is memory. It by no 
means ibllows, however, that we have it always in 
our power to recall all our past ideas. How fre- 
quently do we exert ourselves in vain to recollect 
certain ideas which we formerly had f Sometimes 
we forget them entirely ; but for the most part only 
partial^. 

If you should happen, for example, to forget the 
demonstration of tiiie Pythagorean theorem, with 
all your efforts, perhaps, you should not be able to 
recollect it— but this would be only a partial forget- 
Ailness ; for as soon as I had again drawn the figure, 
and put you in the train of the demonstration, you 
will presently recollect it ; and this second demon- 
stration will make on your mind quite a different 
impression ih>m the first. We see, then, th^t the 
reminiscence of ideas is not .always in our power, 
though they may not be wholly extinguished ; and 
a sli^t circumstance is frequently capable of repro- 
ducing them. 

We must therefore carefully distinguish between 
sensible and recc^iected ideas. Sensible ideas ar^ 

Vol. I.—E e 
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represented to us by the senses ; but we ouTBelreff 
form recollected ideas on the model of the sensible, 
as far as we remember them. 

The doctrine of ideas is of the last importance for 
the purpose of a thorough disquisition of the real 
sources of human knowledge. And, first, ideas are 
distinguished into siinvde and complex, A sinmle 
idea is that in which tne soul finds nothing to on- 
tinguish, and remarks no parts different from each 
other. Such is, for example, the idea of a smell, or 
of a spot on a substance of one colour ; such is like- 
wise that of a star, in which we perceive only one 
luminous point. A complex idea is a representation 
in which the soul is able to distinguish several differ- 
ent things. When, for instance, we look attentively 
at the moon, we discover several dark spots, sur- 
rounded by contours more luminous; we remark 
also her round 'figure when she is full, mid her 
homed figure when waxing or waning. On viewing 
her through the telescope, there are many other par- 
ticulars distinguishable. 

How many different things do we not perceive in 
beholding a noble palace, or a fine garden t When 
you do me the honour to read this Letter, you wiU 
discover in it the different traits of the characters, 
which you can with ease distinguish from each 
other. This, then, is a complex idea, as it contains 
a variety of simple ideas. Not onljr this Letter, 
taken in whole, presents a complex idea, from its 
consisting of a plurahty of words ; but every word 
too is a complex idea, being composed of several 
characters ; nay, every character is one, from the 
singularity of the form which distinguishes it from 
others ; but the elements or points which constitute 
every character may be considered as simple ideas, 
inasmuch as you no longer perceive in mem any 
diversity. A greater degree of attention will like- 
wise discover some variety in these elements, 
viewing them through a microscope* 
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There is a great difTerence, therefore, even in the 
manner of contemplating objects. When we ob- 
serve Uiem only shghtly and transiently, we per- 
ceive very little variety ; but to an attentive consider- 
ation, every particular detail stands disclosed. A 
savai^, on throwing his eyes over this Letter, wUl 
take it for a piece of paper scribbled all over, and 
wiU distinguish only the black from the white, 
whereas an attentive reader observes in it the pecu- 
liar form of every character. Here, then, we have 
a new faculty of the soul, denominated attention^ by 
which it acquires the simple ideas of the different 
things that meet in one object. 

Attention requires address,^ the result of long and 
frequent exercise, to render it capable of distinguish- 
ing the different parts of an object. A clown and 
an architect, passing by a palace, will both receive 
the impression of me rays which enter into their 
eyes; but the architect will discover a thousand 
minute particulars of which the clown has no per- 
ception. Attention alone produces this difference. 

ZUt January, 1761. 



LETTER XCIX. 

Division of Ideas into clear and obscure, distinct and 
confused. Of Distraction, 

If we consider, in a slight manner only, a repre- 
sentation made to us by the senses, the idea which 
we acquire from it is very imperfect, and we say it 
is obscure ; but the more attention that we employ 
to distinguish all its parts, the more perfect or dis- 
tinct our idea will become. In order to acquire a 
perfect or distinct idea of an object, it is not then 
sufficient that it should be represented in the brain 
by impressions made upon the senses — ^the soul too 
must apply its attention, which is properly an act 
of the soul, independent upon the body. 
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It is further necessary that the representation. in 
the brain should be well expressed, and contain the 
different parts and qualities which characterize the 
object. This takes place when the object is pre- 
sented to the senses in a suitable manner. Whea 
for example, I see a piece of writing at the distance 
of ten feet, I am unable to read it, let me employ 
whatever degree of attention I may ; the distance 
of the characters prevents their being accurately 
expressed on the bottom of the eye, and conse- 
quently also in the brain : but if the same writing is 
brought to a proper distance, I can read it, because 
then all the characters are distinctly represented on 
the bottom of the eye. 

You know that we employ certain instruments in 
order to procure a more perfect representation in 
the organs of sense, such as microscopes and tele- 
scopes ; which are intended as supplements to the 
imperfection of vision. But, in employing their as- 
sistance, we are incapable of attaming a distinct - 
idea without attention; otherwise we acquire but 
an obscure idea, nearly such as we should nave had 
by taking a glimpse of the object only. 

I have already remarked, that sensations are by 
no means indifferent to the soul, but agreeable or 
disagreeable ; and this agreeableuess, or its opposite, 
excites our attention, unless the soul is pre-occupied 
by several other sensations which entirely engross 
it : this last state of the soul is termed distraction. 
f Exercise likewise greatly contributes to strengthen 
attention : and there cannot be a mode of exercise 
more suitable to children than teaching them to read; 
for they are thereby laid under the necessity of fix- 
ing their attention successively on every character, 
and of impressing on their minds a clear idea of the 
figure of each. It is easy to see that this exercise 
must be at first extremely painful ; but such a habit 
is so speedily acquired, that even a child, after a 
little application, can read with astonishing quick* 
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ness. In readily a piece of wnting, we must have 
a very distinct idea of every character ; thus atten- 
tion IS susceptible of a very high degree of perfec- 
tion from exercise. 

With what amazing rapidity will a proficient in 
music execute the most difficult piece, though he 
never saw it before I It is certain that his attention 
must have run over all the notes, one after another, 
and that he regiarked the signification of each. His 
attention, however, is not confined only to these 
notes; it presides likevnse over the motion of the 
fingers, not one of which moves but by an egress 
order of the soul ; he remarks likewise, at the san^e 
tine, how the other performers execute their parts. 
lit is, upon the whole, altogether suiprising to what 
a height the address of the human mind may be 
carri^ by application and exercise. Show the same 
piece of music to a beginner ; how much time does 
it require to impress on his mind the significati9n 
^ of every note, and to give him a complete idSa of 
it : while the master acquires it by almost a single 
giance. 

This ability extends equally to all other kinds of 
objects, in which one man may infinitely surpass 
another. There are persons who, with one glance 
fixed on a person passing before them, acquire a 
distinct idea, not only of all the features of the face, 
but the particulars of his whole dress, down to the 
minutest trifles, while others are incapable of re- 
marking the most striking circumstances. 

We observe, in this respect, an infinite difference 
among men. Some promptly catch all the different 
marks of an object, and form to themselves a distinct 
idea of it, while that formed by others is extremely 
obscure. This difference depends, not only on mental 
penetration, but Ukewise on the nature of the objects. 
A musician catches at once the whole piece of music, 
and acquires a distinct idea of it ; but present him 
with a piece of writing in Chines^ .chsgraict^in?} ap4 
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he will have only very obscure ideas indeed of sodr 
writinff : the Chinese, on the contrary, will know at 
first sight the real import of each character, but 
will, in his turn, understand nothing of niiiaical notes. 
The botanist observes in a plant which he never 
saw before a thousand particulars which escape the 
attention of another; and the architect discerns, by 
a single glance, in a building, many things wbid 
another, with a much greater degree of attentioni 
could not have discovered. 

It is always useful to form distinct ideas of the 
objects presented to our senses ; in other words, to 
remark all the parts of which they are composed, 
and the marks which distinguish and characteriie 
them. From these observations you will easihr com- 

grehend the division of ideas into obscure and clear, 
ito confused and distinct The more distinct they 
are, the more they contribute to the advancement of 
knowledge. 

dd February, 1761. 



LETTER C. 

Of the Abstraction of Notions. Notions general and 
individual. Of Genus and Species, 

The senses represent objects only which exist 
externally ; and sensible ideas all refer to them : but 
of these sensible ideas the soul forms to itself a 
variety of other ideas, which are indeed derived 
from these, but which no longer represent objects 
really existing. 

When, for example, I look at the full moon, and 
fix. my attention only on its contour, I form the idea 
of roundness ; but 1 cannot affirm that roundness 
exists of itself. The moon is round, but the round 
figure does not exist separately out of the moon. It 
is the same with respect to all other figures ; and 
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when I see a triangular, or square table, I may have 
the idea of a triangle, or of a square, though such 
a figure exists nowhere of itself, or separately from 
•an object possessinff that figure. 

The ideas of numbers have the same origin. Hav- 
ing seen two or three persons, the soul forms the 
idea of two or three, without attaching it any longer 
to the persons. Having already acquired the idea 
of threey the soul is able to proceed, and to form the 
ideas of greater numbers, of four, five, ten, a hundred, 
a thousand, and so on, without ever having precisely 
seen so many things together. A single mstance, 
therefore, in which we lutve seen two or three ob- 
jects, may carry the soul forward to the forma- 
tion of the ideas of other numbers, be they ever so 
great. 

The same thing holds as to figures ; and you have 
the power of forming to yourself the idea of a poly- 

gon, with 1761 sides, for example, though you never 
ave seen an object of that form, and though no one 
such, perhaps, ever existed. 

Here the soul exerts a new faculty, which is called 
the. power of abstraction ; this takes place when the 
soul fixes its attention on only one quantity or quali^ 
of the object, and considers it separately, as if it 
were no longer attached to the object. When, for 
instance, I put my hand on a heated stone, and con- 
fine my attention to the heat only, I form from it 
the idea of heat, which is no longer attached to the 
stone. This idea of heat is formed by abstraction, as 
it is separated from the stone ; and the soul might 
have derived the same idea from touching a piece 
of wood heated, or by plunging the hand into hot 
water. 

Thus, by means of abstraction, the soul forms a 
thousand other ideas of the quantities and properties 
of objects, by separating them afterward from the 
objects themselves : as, when I see a red coat, and 
fix my attention only on the colour, I form the idea 
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of red, separate from the coat ; and it is obvious that 
a red flower, or anv other substance of that colour, 
would hare enabled me to form the same idea. 

These ideas, acquired by abstraction, are denomi- 
nated notions, to distinguish them from sensible ideas, 
which represent to us objects really existing. 

I4 is alleged that the power of abstraction wa pre- 
rogative of men, and of other rational b^ngs, md 
that the beasts are entirely destitute of it. A beast 
may experience the same sensation of hot water that 
we do, but is unable to separate the idea of heat and 
that of the water itself: it knows heat only in so for 
as it is connected with the water, but has not the 
abstract idea of heat which we have. It is said that 
these notions are general ideas, which extend lo 
several things at once, as we may find heat in stone, 
wood, water, or any other body; but our idea of 
heat is not attached to any one body; for if my idea 
of heat were attached to a certain stone, whien first 
supplied me with that idea, I could not affirm that 
wood or other bodies were hot. Hence it is evident, 
that these notions, or general ideas, are not attached 
to certain objects, as sensible ideas are ; and as tihiey 
distinguish man from the brute creation, they prop- 
erly exalt him to a degree of rationsdity wholly 
unattainable by the beasts. 

There is still further a species of notions, likewise 
formed by abstraction, which supply the soul with 
the most important subjects on which to employ its 
powers : these are the ideas of genus and species. 
Nyhen I see a pear-tree, a cherry-tree, an apple-tree, 
an oak, a fir, &c., all these ideas are different; 1 
nevertheless remark in them several things which 
they have in common ; as the trunk, the branches, 
and the roots ; I stop short only at those things which 
the different ideas have in common, and the object 
in which all such qualities meet I call a tree. Thus 
the Mea of tree which I have formed in this manner 
is ji general noticfi, and comprehends the sensible 
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ideas of the pear-tree, the apple-tree, and, in general, 
of every tree that exists. 

Now, the tree which corresponds to my idea of 
tree nowhere exists; it is not the pear-tree, for 
then the ai^le would not be comprehended under 
it ; for the same reason, it is not the cherry-tree, nor 
the plum, nor the oak, &c. ; in a wora, it exists 
otAy in my soul ; it is only an idea, but which is 
realized in an infinite number of objects. In like 
manner, when I speak of a cherry-tree, it too is a 
general notion, wMch comprehends all the cherry- 
trees that exist: this notion is not restricted to a 
particular cherry-tree in my garden : for then erery 
other cherry-tree would be excluded. 

With respect to general notions, evety^ existing 
object, comprehended under one, is denominated an 
individual, and the general idea, say that of the 
cheny-tree, is denominated species or^enus. These 
two words signify nearly the same thing, but genus 
is the more comprehensive, including in it a variety 
of species. Thus the notion of a tree may b^ con- 
isidered as a genus, as it includes the notions of pear- 
trees, apple-trees, oaks, firs, and so on, which are 
spNBcies ; and of so mamr others, each of which con- 
tains a great number of existing individuals. 

This manner Of forming general ideas is, therefore, 
likewise performed by attraction; and it is here 
chiefly that the soul exerts the activity and performs 
the operations from which all our knowledge is de- 
rived. Without these general notions, we should 
jdifTer nothing from the brutes. 
. 7th February, 1161. 
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LETTER CI. 



I 



CfLarmiage ; its Nature, Advaniagesy and Neeessiift 
in order to the Communication of Thouj^htf and lie 
Cultivation of Knowledge. 

Whatever aptitude a man may have to exercise 
the power of abstraction, and to ramish himself witb 
general ideas, he can make no considerable {nropreai 
without the aid of language, spoken or written. 
Both the one tod the other contain a variety of 
words, which are only certain signs correspondiiig 
to our ideas, and whose signification is settled bjr 
custom, or the tacit consent of several men who live 
together. 

It would appear from this, that the only purpose 
of language to mankind is mutually to commmucate 
their sentiments, and that a solitary man might do 
very well without it ; but a little reflection only is 
necessary to be convinced, that men stand in need 
of language, as much to pursue and cultivate their 
own thoughts as to keep up a communicaticm with 
others. 

To prove this, I remark, first, that we have scarcely 
a word in any language whose signification is at- 
tached to one individual object. If each cherry-tree 
in a whole country had its proper name, as well as 
every pear-tree, and, in general, ever3r individual 
tree; what an enormous compUcation inlangui^ 
would result from it ! Were I under the necessity 
of employing a particular term to denote every sheet 
of paper in my oureau, or if I should, from caprice, 
think fit to give each a particular name, this would 
be as useless to myself as to others. 

It is, then, a very imperfect description of lan- 
guage to say, that men have, from the nrst, imposed 
on dl individual objects certain names to serve them 
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for signs. The words of a language express general 
notions ; and you will rarely fiid one which marks 
only a single individual. The name Alexander the 
Great is applicable to one particular person; but 
then it is a compound name. There may have been 
many thousands of Alexanders ; and the epithet ^ea< 
extends to an infinite number of things. It is thus 
that all men bear names, to distinguish them fh)m 
others, though these names may be frequently com- 
mon to many. 

The essence of a language consists rather in its 
containing words to denote general noticms, as that 
of tree corresponds to a prodigious number of indi- 
yidual beings. These words serve not only to con- 
vey to others, who understand the same language, 
the same idea which I affix to the words ; but they 
are likewise a great assistance to me in representing 
Uiis idea to myself Without the word tree, which 
represents to me the general notion of a tree, I must 
imagine to myself at once a cherry-tree, a pear- 
tree, an apple-tree, a fir, &c., and thence #tract 
what they nave in common. This would neces- 
sarily oppress the mind, and speedily involve it in 
the greatest perplexity. But having, once for all, 
determined to express by the term tree the general 
notion formed by abstraction, this term always ex- 
cites in my soul the same notion, without my having 
occasion to recollect its origin ; and accordingly, the 
word tree alone, for the most part, constitutes the 
object of the soul, without the representation of any 
real tree. 

The word man is, in like manner, a si^ to denote 
the general notion of what all men have m common ; 
and it would be very difficult to tell or to make the 
enumeration of all that this notion contains. Would 
you say that he is a living two-legged being? A 
cock would likewise be included in this description. 
Would you say, in words of Plato^s definition, that 
he is a two-legged animal without feathers ? Yon 
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have only to strip the cock of his feathers, in order 
to obtain the Platonic man. . 

I do not know whether those who say that man ii 
an animal endowed with reason, eitpress themselfefl 
more accurately ; for how often do we take for nea 
certain beings of whose rationality we have np ai- 
snrance. On viewinjf an army, I have not the leait 
doubt that every soldier is a man, though I have nol 
the smallest proof that they are all endowed witk 
reason. If I were to make an enumeration of aS 
the members necessary to constitute a man, some 
men would alwa3rs be found defective in one, per- 
haps in several of these, or we might find some beast 
wno had them all. On investigating, therefore, the 
origin of the general notion of man, it is almoet 
impossible to say wherein it consists. 

No one, however, hasany doubt respecting th^ sig- 
nification of the word ; because eveiy one, wishhuf 
to excite this notion in his soul, has only to thiu 
on the word man, as if he saw it written on pai>er, 
or heard it pronounced, according as the respedive 
language of any one may be. 

Hence we see that, for the most part, the objects 
of our thoughts are not so much the things them- 
selves, as the words by which these things are de- 
noted in language ; which ^eatlj facilitates the ex- 
ercise of thought. What idea, m fact, do we asso- 
ciate with the terms virtue, liberty, goodness j 4tc. T 
Not surely a sensible image ; but the soul, havinff 
once formed the abstract notions which correspond 
to these terms, afterward substitutes them in its 
thoughts, in place of the things which they denote. 
You may easily conceive how many abstractions 
it was necessary to make, in order to arrive at the 
notion of virttie. The actions of men were first to 
be considered ; they were then to be compared with 
the duties imposed on them ; in consequence of this, 
we give the name of virtue to the disposition which 
a man has to regulate his actions conuNrmably to hi» 
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But, on hearing the word viriue rapidly pro- 
nounced in conversation, do we alwa3r8 connect with 
it this complex notion? And what idea is excited 
in the mind on hearinsr the particle and or also pro- 
Bounced 1 It is readily seen that these wolnds import 
a species of connexion ; but take what pains you 

g lease to describe this connexion, you will find your- 
elf under the necessity of employing: other words, 
whose signification it would be equdly difficult to 
explain ; and if I were to attempt an explanatioa of 
the import of the particle and, I must make frequent 
use of that very particle. 

You are now enabled to jud^e of what advantage 
language is to direct our thoughts ; and that with- 
out language we should hardly be in a condition to 
think at alL 

iOth Februftnj, 1761. 



LETTER CIL 

Ctf the PerfecHons of a Language. Judgments and 
Nature of Propositions, affirmative ami negative f 
universal or particular, 

I BATK been endeavouring to show you how neces- 
sary lanj^a^e is to man, not only for the mutual 
ccNnmumcation of sentiment and thought, but like- 
wise for the improvement of the mind and the etx- 
tension of knowledge. 

Thesef signs or words represent, then, general no- 
tions, each of which is apiplicable to an infinite num« 
ber of objects : as, for instance, the idea of hot, and 
of heat, to every individual object which i^ hot ; and 
the idea or general notion of tree is applicable to 
every individual tree in a garden or a forest, whether 
cherries, pears, oaks, or mrs, &c. 

Hence you must be sensible how one language 
may be more perfect than another. A language 

Vol. I.— F f 



/ 



388 OP THB PBRFXOTtOlli • 

always is so in proportion as it is in a condition to 
express a greater number of general notions, formed 
by abstraction. It is with respect to these notions 
that we must estimate the per&ction of a language. 

Formerly, there was no word in the Russian Ian* 
guage to express what we call justice. This was 
certainly a very great defect, as the idea of justice 
is of very great importance, in a great number of our 
Judgments and reasonings, and as it is scarcely pos- 
sible to think of the thing itself without a tenn ex- 
pressive of it. They have accordingly supplied this 
defect by introducing, into . that language a word 
which conveys the notion of justice. 

These general notions, fonqed by abstraction, are 
the source of all our judgments and of all our rea* 
sonings. A judgment is nothuog else but the affiimar 
tion, or negation, that a notion is applicable, or in- 
applicable; and when such judgnient is exj^ssed 
in words, we call it a proposition. To jfive an ex- 
ample: All men are mortal, is a' proposition which 
contains^ two notions ; the first, that of men in 
general— and the second, that of mortality, which 
comprehends whatever is mortal. The judgment 
consists in pronouncing and affirming that the noti&n 
of mortality is applicable to all men. This is a judg- 
ment, and being expressed in words, it is a proposi- 
tion ; and because it affirms, we call it an qj^mative 
proposition. If it denied, wp would call it negative, 
such as this, No man is righieous. These two propo- 
sitions, which I have introduced as examples, are 
universal, because the one affirms of aU men that 
they are mortal, and the other denies that they are 
righteous. 

There are likewise particular propositions, both 
negative and affirmative ; as Some men are learned^ 
and Some men are not wise. What is here ^iffirmed, 
and denied, is not applicable to all men, but to same 
of them. 

Hence we derive four species of propositions* 
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The first is that of affirmative and universal proposi- 
tions, the form of which in general is : 

Every A is B. 

The second species contains negative and universal 
propositions J the form of which in general is : 

No A is B. 

The third is that of affirmative propositions, but 
particular, contained in. this form : ; 

Some A is B. 

And, finally, the fourth is that of negative and par- 
ticular propositions, of which the^form is: 

Somp A is not B. 

AV these propositions contain essentially two no- 
tions, A and B, which are called the terms of the propo- 
sition; the first of which affirms or denies some- 
thing, — and this we call the subject : and the second, 
which we say is applicable, or inapplicable, to the 
first, is the attribute. Thus, in the proposition, all 
men axe mortal, the word man, or men, is the subject, 
and the word mortal the attribute : these words are 
much used in logic, which teaches .the rules of just 
reasoning. 

These four species of propositions may likewise 
be represented by figures, so as to e]i^bit their nature 
to the eye. This must be a great assistance towards 
comprehending more distinctly wherein the accuracy 
of a chain of reasoning consists. 

As a general notion contains an infinite number 
of iddivMual objects, we may consider it as a space 
in which they are aU" contained. Thus, 
for the notion of man we form a space, Fig. 41. 
Fig. 41, in which we conceive all men /^\ 
to be comprehended. For the notion Xfy 
of. mortal we form another, Fig. 43, in ^"^ 
which we conceive eyery thing n^ortal 
to be comprehended. And when I af- Fig. 48. 
firm aU men are mortal, it is the same . /^^ 
thing with affirming that the ^t figure \^ 
is contained in the second. 
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I. Hence it follows fhat the feptesentatkm of jm 
afltonative universal proposition is that jw^ ^ 
in which the space A, Fig, 43, which ^' 
represents the subject oi the proposiliony 
is wholly contained in the space B, whicb 
is the attribute* 

II. As to negative universal propDsi* 
tions, the two spaces A and B, of which w. 
A always denotes the subfect, and B ^,^^* ^L 
the attrHmte^wiil be represented thus, (\^ /V^ 
Fig. 44, the one separated from the \ ^y \^ 
other ; because we say no A is Bf or ^"^ i~ -"'^ 
that nothing comprehended in the notion A is io the 
notion B. 

III. In affirmative particular prqposi-' FSgr. 4ft. 
tions, as, some AisB,B. part of the space /''/f^ 
A will be comprehended in the i^ace B, ( M' J 
Fig. 46 ; as we see here, that somethings Vw^X.^ 
comprehended in the notion A is likewise in B. 

I V. For negative particular proposi* • 

tions, as, some A is not B, a. part of the ^' ^' 
space A must be out of the space B, /^"^X"^ 
Fig. 46. This figure resembles the pre- l ^ v ^ ) 
ceding; but we here remark principally, V-^^Vw-^ 
that there is something in the notion A 
which is not comprehended in the notion B, or which 
is out of it. 
14lA Februaty, 1761. 
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Of Syllogisms^ and their different Formsj whm ihgfitst 
Proposition is universaU 

Thcss circles, or rather these spaces, for it i^ of 
no importance of what figure they are of, sre ex- 
tremely commodious for facilitating our reflections 
on this subiect; and for mifoldinff all the boasted 
m3rsteries of logic, which that art finds it so difficult 
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to explain;- whereas by meahs of these signs the 
whole is rendered sensible to the eye. We may 
employ, then, spaces formed at pleasure to represent 
every general notion, and nuurk the subject of a 
proposition by a space containing A, and the attri- 
bute.by another which contains B. The nature of 
the proposition itself always imports, either that the 
space of A is wholly contained in the space B, or 
that it is partly contained in that space; or that a 
part, a,t least^ is out of the space B ; or, finally, that' 
the space A is wholly out of B.* 

* Oar author si^^im here the following diagram, with this sborc 
tntrodHctlotf: — ^^I ahatt onea inmre give yon a viSble rtpresentatioa of 
theae figures pr emblems ot the ftNtr species of propoaitions.** 

BmbUms of tjkefofur Speeieg i^ Propotitions, 



Affirmative oniTaraal. 




Every A la B. 



Negative vnivennL 





No A la B. 



a. 



( 
Affirmative particular. 




Some A la B. 



Negative particular. 




Some A is not B. 



Ff a 



t ■ F- 




84S or wnsaoiftnts* 

The two test dasoi, wtiich fmeemmi . 
propositions, seem to contain a aouibt, as it is mH 
decided whether it be a mat part of A which is 
contained, or not contained, in tf. It is erea possf* 
ble, in the case of a particular proposition that the 
notion A may contain the notion B «»« 
tirely, as in Fig. 47; and that, at the 
same time, as is clear from the ig:cire, a. 

Sirt of the space A may be in the space 
, and that a part of A may not be m B. 
Now, if A were, for example, the idea of 
tree in general, and B that of oak, which 
is contained wholly in the firsts the following propo* 
sitions mig^t be formed: 

I. All oaks are trees. 
II. Some trees are oaks, 
m. Some trees are not oaks. 
In like manner, if of two spaces one is entirely 
out of the other, as in Fi^. 44, 1 can as well say to 
AisB,9snoBisA; asiil were to say no man is 
a tree, and no tree is a man. 

In the third case, where the twQ notions have a . 
part in common, as in Fig. 45, it may be said— 

I. Some A is B. 
II. Some B is A. 

III. Some A is not B. 

IV. Some B is not A. 

This may suffice to show you how slU propositions 
may be represented by figures ; but their ereatest 
utility is manifest in reasonings which, when ex- 
pressed in words, are called syllogisms, and of which 
the object is to draw a just conclusion from certain 
giren propositions. This method will discover to 
us the true forms of all syllogisms. 

Let us begin by an afilrmative miiversal proposi'* 
tion: Every A is B, Fig. 43, where the space A is 
wholly in the space B ; and let us «ee how a third 
notion C must be referred to each of the other two 
notions A and B, in order to draw a (air conchision. 
It is evident in tiite following cases. 



ffrma^nam^ 
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iasMinthttaotioa A,hi/ffab6 so]iike» 
'Wi8efaitheiiofionB,1^4S; h^ioere- 
fiidts this form of syllogism. 

EveryAtoB: 
ButEvctyClsrA: > 
Therefore Every C te B. 
'Whi A itf the conclusioti. 

Let tke QOtiofi A, for tx&af^^ cominreheadfc aA 
trees, the notion B eterjl^ thing that has rodtir; and 
^he notion C all oaks, and then our syllogism ~^^ 
ffuntiros: 

Every tree has moCs : 
But Every oak is a tree : 
Therefore Every 09k haa roots. 
II. If the notion f^i 49. 
lias a part contained 
in A, that part Will 
likewise be so in B, 
^catise the notion A 
is wholly included in 
the notion B, Fig. 49 
.and 50. 

Hence results the second form of syHogisn .* 

Every A is B:' 
ButSomeCi^A: 
Therefore Some is B. 
If the notion C were entirely out of the notion A, 
nothing would follow with respect to the notion B : 
it m^t happen that notion C shovddbe entirely ottt 

51. Fig. 6^. Fig. 6$. 



J%. 50. 





[©'©) 




of B (F^. 51), or wholly in lEtX^^g/ 52), or partly only 
.inB (#%. 53), so that no conclusion could be <uraw]L 
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Fig^BL 




Fig.bS. 



in. Bui if notion C were wholly out of notion^ 
it would likewise be wholly out of notion A9 89 wa 
see in Fig. 61. Hence results this form of sylEo- 
gism. 

Every A is B : 
But No C isB, or no B is C: 
Therefore No C is A. 
iy» If the notion C h^ a part out 
of the notion B, tha^ same part will 
certainly likewise be out of the no* 
tion A, because this last is wholly 
in the notion B (Fig, 54). Hence 
this form of syllogism : 

Eveiry A is B : 
But Some is not B.: . 
Therefore Some C is not A- 
V. If the notion C contains the 
whole of notion 6, part of notion C 
will certainly fall into notion AJiFig, 
65). Hence this form of pyUogism : 

Every A is B : 
But Every B is C : 
Therefore Som^ C is A. 
No ' other form is possible^ while 
the first propositi'*n is affirmative and miiversal. 

Let us now suppose the first proposition to be 
negative and universal ; namely, . 

No A is B. 
It is represented in, Fig, 54, where the notion A i& 
entirely out of notion B ; and the foUowing cases 
will furnish conclusions : 

I. If notion O is entirely ih no- 
tion B, it must likewise be entirely 
out of notion A (Fig. 56). Hence 
this form of syllogism : 

No A is B: 
But Every C is B : 
Therefore No C is A. 
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IL If nation C is entirely com- Fig. 51 
prehended in notion A, it most 
alflo be entirely excluded from 
notion B (Fig, 57). Hence a syl- 
logism of this form : \^_y 

No A is B: ^■<--r-w^ 

ButEveryCisA: 
thierefore No C is B. 
ni. If noUon C has a part contained in notion A, 
that part must certainly be out of notion B ; as in 
J^. 68, or in Fig, 59, and 00. Hence a syllogism 
of Ibis form: 

KoAisB: 
But Son&e is A, or some A id C : 
Thereifore S<mie C is not B. 



Fig.6S. 



Fig.SQ. 



Fig.eo. 



GD® 




IV. In like manner, if notion C j^ a part con- 
tained in B, ti&at part wiU certainly be out of A ; as 
in Fig, 61, as also JF^. 63, and 63. Hence tlie fol- 
lowing syllogism : 

No A is B ; 
But Some € IS B, or some B is C: 
Therefore Some C is not A. 

t^.ei. Figieii. 





Fig.e£ 
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As to the other forms, in which the first propoei- 
tion is particular, affirmative, or negative, I tfaaO 
show, in another Letter^ how they may be represented 
by figures. 

I7th FebntaryiMei. 

LE'TTER cnr. 

Different Forms of Syllogisms^ whose first Profosi^ 

is pafticular. 

In the preceding Letter I have presented yvfa witk 
the different forms of syllogisms, or simple reason- 
ings, which derive their origin from the nrst propo- 
sition, when it is miiversal, affirmative, or negative. 
It still remains that I lay before you those syllo- 
gisms whose first proposition is particular, affinna- 
tive, or negative, in order to have aU possible forms 
of syllogism that lead to a fair conclusion. 

Let, then, the first proposition, affirmative and 
particular, be expressed m Uiis general form — 

8ome Ais B (see Pig, 45) ;' . 
in which a part of the notion A is contained in the 
notion B. 

Let us introduce a third notion C, which, being 
referred to notion A, will eithisr be contained in 
notion A, as in Fig. 64, 65, tod 66 ; or will have t 
part in the notion A, as in Fig. 67, 68, and 69; or 
will be entirely out of notion A, as in Fig. 70, 7i, 
and 72. No conclusion can be drawn In any of 
these cases, as it might be possible for notion C tobe 
entirely within notion B, or in part, or hot at all. 

Fig. 64. Fig. 65. Fig. 66. 
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Fig. 67. Fig. 68. Fig, 69. 




Pig. 70. 



Fig, 71. 



Fig. 72. 




But if notion C contains in itself notion A, it is 
certain that it will likewise contain a part of notion 
B, as in Fig, 73 and 74. Hence resiuts this form 
of syllogism : 

Some A is Q : 
But Every A is C : 
Therefore Some C is B. 

Fig. 73. Fig. 74. 





It is the same when we compare notion C with no- 
tion B : we can draw no conclusion unless notion O 
contains notion B entirely {Fig, 75 and 76); for' 

Fig. 76. Fig. 76. 





in that case, as notion A has a part contained in na« 
tion B, the same part will then certainly be co&« 
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tained likewise in C* Hepce we obtate this fon 
of syllogism : Borne A is B : 

But Erery B is C : 
Therefore Some C is A. 
Let us finally suppose^ that the first propoe t tioitli 
negative and piarticulair, namely, 

Some A is not B, Fig. Tl* 

It is represented in Fig, 77, in which part /^^-y'-v 
of notion A is out of notion B. ( aQ B; 

•In this case, if the third notion C eon- V.-.^O' 
tains notion A entirely, it will certainly also have t 
imrt out of notion B, as in Fig. 78 ^uod 70; irhuch 
gives this syllogism: 

Some A is not B : 
But Every A is C : 
Therefore Some C is notB* 



Fig. 79. 



Fig' 7*. 





Again* if notion C is wholly included in notion 
B, or A has a part out of B, that same pert ipdD 
likewise certainly be out of C (Fig. 80 and 81). 

Fig. 80. Fig. 81, 





Hence this form of syllo^sm : 

Some A is not B : 
But Every C is B : 
Therefore Some A is not C. 
It may be of use to collect all these forms of syl- 
logism into ont table, in ordsr to consider ^lieai «!» 
siiigle i^anee. 



voMnwT ftmm or ^yiMoiuipu 



H9 



BreryAisB: 

But ETeryCisA: 

lierefore Every C is B. 



XI. 



No A is B: 
But Some is B: 
TheKfore Some C is not A. 



'.. 'Every A is B : 

But Some C is A : 
ll^refore Some C is B. 

II. Every A is B : 

But Nod is B: 
Iterefore No C is A. 



Xn. No A is B: 

But Some 9 is G : 
Therefore Some C is so^ A* 



XIII. Some A is B : 

But Every A is C : 
Therefore Some C is B. 



i. Every A is B : 

But No B is C: 
hereibre No C is A. 



XIY. Some A is B : 

But Every B is C : 
Therefore Some C is A. 



Every A is B : XY. Some Ai9 not B: 
But Some C is not B. I But Every A is C : 



hsrefore Some C is not A. 



Therefore Some C is not P. 



I. Every A is B : 

But Every B is C : 

herefore Some C is A. 

IL No A is B : 

But Every C is A: 
herefore No C is B. 



XYI. Some A is not B: 

But Every C is B: 
Therefore Some A is not C . 



XVII. Every A is B: 
But Some A is : 
Therefore Some C is B. 



III. No A is 6 : 

But Every C is B : 
herefore No C is A. 



XVIII. No A is B : 

But Every A is C : 
Therefore Some C is not B« 



L No A is B; 

But Some C is A : 
herefore Some C is not B. 



XIX. No A is B : 

But Every B is C : ' 
Therefore Some C is not A. 



No A is B : 
But Some A is C : 
hevifoiie Some C is not B. 

Voxu I.— O g 



XX. Every A is B : 

But Every A is C : 
Therefore Some C is B. 



860 ANALYSIS OF SOME STLLOOISIIg. 

Of these twenty forms I remark, that XVI. is tin 
same with V. ; the latter chanffing into the former, 
if you write C for A, and A tor C, and be^gin witb 
the second proposition : there are accordmgly bol 
nineteen different forms. 

The foundation of all these forms is reduced to 
two principles, respecting the nature* of cantamh^ 
and contained. 

I. Whatever is in the thing contained must iikewim 
be in the thing containing* 

II. Whatever is out ^ the containing mutt Uhwim 
he out of the contained. 

Thus, in the last form, where the notion A is con- 
tained entirely in notion B, it is evident, that if A ii 
contained in the notion C, or makes a part of it, 
that some part of notion C will certainly be contained 
in notion B, so that some C is B. 

Every syllogism, then, consists of three propon- 
tions ; the two first of which are called the promfet, 
and the third the conclusion. Now, the advantaj(e 
of all these forms to direct our reasonings is this, 
that if the premises are both true, the condnsion 
infallibly is so. 

This is likewise the only method of discovering 
unknown truths. Every truth must always be tbt 
conclusion of a syllogism, whose premises are indu- 
bitably true. Permit me only to add, that the for- 
mer of the premises is called the mqfor proposition, 
and the other the minor. 

2Ut February^ 1761. 



LETTER CV, 

Analysis of some Syllogisms. 

Ir yon have paid attention to all the forms of syl- 
logism which I have proposed, you must see, that 
every syllogism necessarily consists of three propi>- 
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sitions ; the two first are called premises, and the 
third the conclusion. Now the force of the nine- 
teen forms laid down consists in this property com- 
mon to them all, that if the two first propositions, 
or the premises, are true, you may rest confidently 
assured of the truth of the conclusion. 

Let us consider, f6r example, the following syllo- 
gism. 

NO VIRTUOUS BIAN IS A SLANDERtER .' 
But SOMK SLANDERERS ARE LEARNED MEN : 

Therefore some learned men are not yirtuous. 
Whenever you allow me the two first propositions, 
you are obliged to allow the third, which necessarily 
follows from it. 

This syllogism belongs to form XII. The same 
thing holds with regard to all the others which I 
have laid down, and which the figures whereby I 
have represented them render sensible. Here we 
are presented with three notions, Fig, 82, pig^ gg^ 
that of virtuous men, that of slanderers, and 
that of learned men. (a) 

Let the space A represent the first, space ^^ 
B the second, and space C the third. It /y\ 
being said, in the first proposition, that no ^^ 
virtuous man is a slanderer, we maintain that /^ 
nothing contained in the notion of the virtu- v£/ 
ous man, that is, in the space A, is compre- 
hended in the notion of the slanderer, tnat is, space 
B ; therefore space A is wholly out of space B (see 



Fig. 83). jPjV. 83. 

But it is said, in the second proposi- ^^ J^ 
tion, that some men comprehended in (^)(5) 
notion B are likewise contained in that ^^^^'^*"*^^ 
of learned, that is, in space C ; or else, you may 
say that part of space B is within space «• 94 
C, Fig. 84, where the part of space B in- © ' * 
eluded in C is marked with an * ; which , ^ 1,1 |j 
will be likewise part of space C. Since, 
therefore, some part of space C is in B, 
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and that the whole space B is out of space A, it is 
evident that the same part of space C most like- 
wise be out of space A, that is, some learned men are 
not virhums. 

It must be carefully remarked, that this conclu- 
sion respects only the part * of notion C, which is 
comprehended in notion B ; for as to the rest, it is 
uncertain whether it be likewise excluded from 
notion A, as in Fig. 85, or wholly contained in it, as 
in Fig. 86, or only in part, as in Fig. 87. 

Fig. 86. Fig. 86. Fig. 87. 




Now, this being left uncertain, the retnainder of 
tpsice C falls not at all under consideration; the 
conclusion is limited to that onl^ which is certain, 
that is to say, the same part of space C contained 
in space B is certainly out of space A, for this last 
is nmolly out of space B. 

The justness of all the other forms of syllogism 
may be demonstrated in like manner ; but all those 
which deviate from the nineteen forms laid down, 
or which are not comprehended under them, are 
destitute of foundation, and lead to error and false- 
hood. 

You will clearly discern the fault of such a syllo- 
gism, by an example, not reducible to any or the 
nineteen forms : 

SOMK LEARNED MEI^ ARE MISERS : 
But NO MISER IS VIRTUOUS : 

Therefore some virtuous men are not learned. 

This third proposition may perhstps be true, but 
it does not follow from the premises. They too 
(the premises) may i^ery well be tnie, and ini ue 
present instance they actually are to : out the third 
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is not, for that, a fair conclusion ; becanse it is con- 
trary to the nature of just syllogism, in which the 
conclusion always must be true, when the premises 
are so. According^ly, the fault of the form above 
proposed is immediately discovered, by casting your 
eyes on J^. 82. Let space A contain all the learned , 
space B aU the avaricious, and space C all the virtu- 
ous. Now, the first proposition is represented by 
Fig. 88, in which part * of space A (the learned) 
is contained in space B (the avaricious) ; but it by 
no means follows, F^, 89, that part of space C must 
be out of space A. 



Fig. 88. 



Fig, 89. 




A ♦ B 




It is even possible for space C to be entirely 
within space A, as in Fig, 90, or entirely out of it, 
as in Fig, 91, and at the same time entirely out of 
space B. 

Fig, 90. Fig. 91. 





A syllogism of this form, accordingly, is totally 
false and absurd. 

Another example will put the matter beyond a 
doubt : 

SOME TREES ARE OAKS : 
But NO OAK IS A FIR : 

Therefore some firs are not TREE^. 
This form is precisely the same with'the preced- 

0^2 
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higf, and the falsehood of the conchision is manifest, 
though the premises are midoubtedly true. 

But whenever a syllogism is reducible to one of 
the above nineteen forms, you may be assured that 
if the two pi'emises are true, the conchision unoues- 
tionable alwavs is so tdo: Hence you pereeive mm, 
tMn certain known truths, you attain others befbre 
imkhown ; and that all the reasonings l^ which we 
demonstrate so many ti^iths in geomelry may be 
reduced to fbrmal syllogisms. It is not necessary, 
however, that otir reasonings should always be pro- 
posed in the syllogistic form, provided uie ftmda- 
mental principles be the same. In conversation, in 
discourse, and in writing, we rather make a point 
of avoiding syllogism. 

I must further remark, that as the tmth of tbe 
premises brings forward that of the conclusioii, it 
does not thence necessarily follow, that when one 
or both of the premises are false, the conclusion 
Aust be 80 likewise ; but it is certain, that when the 
conchision is Mse, one of the premises, or both, 
Absolutely must be false ; for if they were true, it 
would be impossible that the conclusion should be 
false. I have still some further reflections to sub- 
mit to you on this subject, which is the foundation 
of the certainty of all the knowledge we acquire. 

24th February, 17«1. 



LETTER CVI. 

Different Figures and Modes of Syllogisms* 

The reflections which I have still to make on the 
subject of syllogism may be reduced to the foUow- 
ing articles : 

I. A syllogism contains only three notions, named 
terms, in as far as they are represented by words. 
For though a syllogism contains three propositions, 
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'ahd each proposition two notions, ^r terms ; it must 
be considered that each term is twice employed in 
it, as in the following example : 

EVERY A is B : 
But ETERY A is C : 
Therefore some C is B. 
The three notions are marked by the letters A, B, C, 
which are the three terms of this syllogism; of 
whi^h the term A enters into the first and second 
{Mroposition, the term B into the first and third pro^ 
position, and the term into the second and third 
proposition. 

. II. You must carefully distinguish these three 
terms of every syllogism. Two of them, namely, 
B and C, enter into the conclusion, the one of 
which, G, is the subjecL and the other, B, the attri- 
hUCf or ;predicate. In logic, the subject of the con- 
elusion, C, is called the minor term, and the predicate 
of the conclusion, B, the major term. But the third 
hation, or the term A, id found in both premises, 
and it is cOmhined with both the other terms ifi 
the conclusion. This term A is called the me<m 
or medium term. Thus, in the following example : 

KO MISER 18 VIR'TUOUS : 
But SOME LEAtlNED MEN ARE MISERS ! 

Therefore some learned men are not virtuous. 

The notion learned is the minor term, that of tttr- 
iuous is the majoi*, and the notion of miser is the 
mean term. 

III. As to the order of the propositions, it is a 
matter of indifference Which of the premises is in 
the first or second place, provided tne conclusion 
holds the last, it being the consequence from the 
premises. Logicians have, however, thought proper 
to kiy down this rule : 

The first proposition is always thai which contains the 
predicate of the conclusion, or the major term: for this 
is the reason that we ^ve to this proposition the name 
qfibe major proposition. 
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T%€ second oropasition contains the minor term^ or 
ike niiject of the conclusion; and hence it has the name 
of Mtf minor proposition. 

Thus, the major jtroposition of a syllogism contains 
the mean term, with the major term, or predicate 
of the conclusion ; and the minor proposition contains 
the mean term, with the minor term, or subject, of 
the conclusion. 

IV. Syllogisms are distinguished under different 
figuresy according as the mean term occupies the 
p&ce of subject^ or attribute^ in the premises. 

Logicians have established four figures of syllo- 
gisms, which are thus defined : 

The first figure is that in which the mean term is 
the subject m f he major proposition, and the predi- 
cate in the minor. 

The second figure, that in which the mean term is 
the predicate in both the major proposition a^ the 
minor. 

The third figure, that in which the mean term is 
the subject in both the major and minor propositions. 
Finally, 

The fourth figure is that in which the mean term 
is the predicate in the major proposition, and the 
subject in the minor. 

Let P be the minor term, or subject of the conclu- 
sion ; Q the major term, or predicate, of the conclu- 
sion; and M the mean term: the four figures of 
syllogism win be represented in the manner follow- 
ing: 

Figuro First. 

Major Proposition 
Minor Proposition 
Conclusion 



M Q 

P M 



P Q 

Figure Second. 
Major Proposition 
Minor Proposition 
Conclusion 



Q M 

P ^ M 



P Q 
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Figure Third. 
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Major Proposition 

Minor Proposition 

Conclusion 



M 
M 

P 



Figure Fourth. 



Major Proposition 

Minor Proposition 

Conclusion 



Q 

M 
P 



Q 
P 

Q 

M 

P 
Q 



V. Again, according as the propositions themselves 
are universal or particular, affirmative or negative, 
each figure contains several forms, called modes. In 
order me more clearly to represent these modes of 
each figure, we mark by the letter A universal 
afltoiative propositions ; by the letter E^ univmral 
negative propositions; by the letter I, particular 
ai&mative propositions; and, finally, by the letter 
O, particular negative propositions : or else, 

A represents a universal affirmative proposition. 

£ represents a universal negative proposition. 

I represents a particular affirmative proposition. 

O represents a particular negative proposition. 

YI. Hence our nineteen forms of syllogism above 
described are reducible to the four figures which I 
nave just laid down, as in the following tables-: 

I. Modes of the First Figure. 
l3tMode. 

jflL. ^l. jHL. 

Every M is Q : 
But Every P is M : 
Therefore Every P is Q. 



3d Mode. 

E. A. E. 
No M is Q : 
But Every P is M ; 
thateton No P is Q. 



2d Mode. 
A. L I. 

EveiyMisQi 
But Some P is M: 
Therefore Soioe P is Q. 



4th Mode. 
E. I. 0. 
NoMisQ: 
But Some P is M: 
Thmifoie Sotto P is fiot (}• 



M8 
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II. Modes of the Second Figare. 

2d Mode. 

A. O. O. 

Every Q is M: 
But Some Pis notM: 
Therefore Some P is not Qi 



Ist Mode. 
A. E« 6. 

Every Q is M : 
But No P is M : 
Therefore No P is Q. 



3d Mode. 

E. A. E. 
NoQisM: 
But Every P is M ; 
Therefore No P is Q. 



4th Mode. 
E. I. O. 

No Q is M: 
But Some P isM: 
Therefore Some P is not Q. 



m. Modes of the Third Figure. 



1st Mode. 
A. A. I. 

Every M is Q : 
But Every M is P : 
Therefore Some P is Q. 



2d Mode. 
I. A. I. 

Some M is Q: 
But Every M is P: 
Therefore Some P is Q. 



3d Mode. 
A. 1.1. 

Every M is Q : 
But Some M is P : 
Therefore Some P is Q. 



4th Mode. 

E. A. O. 
No M is Q : 
But Every Mis P: 
Therefore Some P is not Q. 



5th Mode. 
E. I. O. 

NoMisQ: 
But Some M is P : 
Therefore Some P is not Q. 



6th Mode. 

O. A. O. 

Some Mis not Q: 
But Every M is P : 
Therefore Some P is not Q. 



IV. Modes of the Fourth Figure. 



1st Mode. 
A. A. I. 

Every Q is M : 
But Every M is P : 
Therefore Some P is Q. 



2d Mode. 

I. A. I. 

Some Q isM: 
But Every M is P : 
Therefore Some P is Q. 
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SdMode. 

A. £. £. 

EyervQisM: 
But No M is P : 
Theiefore No P is Q. 



4th Mode. 

E. A. O. 
NoQisM: 
But Every Mis P: 
Therefore Some P ig not Q. 



5th Mode. 
E. I. O. 
NoQisM: 
But Some M is P : 
Therefore Some P is not Q. 

You see, then, that the first figure has four modes, 
the second four, the third six, the fourth five ; so 
that the whole of these modes together is nineteen^ 
being precisely the same forms which I have above 
explained, and have just now disposed in the four 
figures. In other respects the justness of each of 
these modes has been already demonstrated by the 
spaces which I employed to mark the notions. The 
only difierence consists in this, thai here I make use 
of the letters P, Q, M, instead of A, B, C. 

28M February, 1761. 



LETTER CVII. 

Observations and Reflections on the different Modes of 

Syllogism, 

I FLATTER myscIf that the following reflections 
will contribute not a little to place the nature of syl- 
logisms in a clearer li^ht. You must pay particular 
attention to the species of the propositions which 
compose the syllogisms of each of our four figures, 
that is to say, whether they are, 

1. Universal affirmative, the sign of which is A ; or, 
S. Universal negative, tiie sign of whicIvisE ; ox» 
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3 Particular (lifirmfitive, the sign of which 19 1 ; iVi 
finally, 

4. Particular negative, the sign of which is 0; 
and you will readily admit the justness of the fol- 
lowing reflections : — 

I. In no one instance are both premises Heffatite 
propositions. Logiciuvi l^aye hence formed thii 
rule: 

From two negative frop09Uuj(n$ no conclusion can k 
drawn. 

The reason ia evident ; for laying down P and Q 
as the terms of the conclusion, and M as the mean 
term, if both p^remises are negative, the aflbrmatlon 
is, that the notions P and Q are either whoDy or ii 
part out of M: it is accordingly impossible to G(m> 
elude any thing respecting me confonnitv or dSsp 
conformity of the notions P and Q. Though I knew 
from history that the Gauls were not RoraanSy and 
that neither were the Celtae Romans, this would not 
contribute in the least to inform me whether the 
CeltsB were Gauls or not. Two negative premises, 
therefore, lead to no conclusion. 

II. Both premises are in no one instance particu- 
lar propositions ; hence this rule in logic : 

From two particular propositions no conclusion can 
be drawn. 

Thus, for example, because some learned men are 
poor, and some others malevolent, it is impossible 
to conclude that those who are poor are malevolent, 
or that they are not so. If you reflect ever so little 
on the nature of a consequence, you must imme- 
diately perceive that two particular premises lead 
to no conclusion whatever. 

III. If either of the premises is negative^ the conclu- 
sion too must he negative. 

This is the third rule which logic prescribes. 
When something is denied in the premises, it is im- 
possible to aflirm any thing in the conclusion ; we 
must absolutely deny there likewise. This rule is 
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perfectly confirmed by all the laws of syllogisniy 
whose justice has been demonstrated. 

IV. If one of the premises is particular, the concht* 
Stan too must he particular. 

This is the fourth rule prescribed in logic. The 
character of particular propositions being the word 
some, if we speak only of some in one of the premises, 
it is impossible to speak generally in the conclu- 
sion; it must be restricted to some. This rule, like- 
wise, is confirmed by all the laws of syllogism, 
whose justness is indubitable. 

V. When both premises are affirmative, the conetu* 
sion is so likewise. But though both premises may be 
universal, the conclusion is not always universal ; some* 
times it is partic0lttr only, as in the first mode of 
figures third and fourth. 

VI. Besides universal and particular propositions, 
we sometimes make use of singular propositions, 
the subject of which is an individual ; as, when I say, 

Vir^ was a great poet, 
the name of Virgtl is not a general notion, contain- 
ing several beings in itself; it is the proper name of 
a real individual, who lived a great many years ago. 
This proposition is called sin^lar ; and when it is 
introduced into a syllogism, it is of importance to 
determine whether we are to consider it as holding 
the rank of a universal or particular proposition. 

Vn. Certain authors insist, that a singular propo- 
sition must be ranked in the class of partfculars ; it 
being considered that a particular proposition speaks 
only of some beings comprehenJed in the notion, 
whereas a universal proposition speaks of all. 
Now, say these authors, when we spesdc of only a 
singular being, this is still less than when we speak 
of some ; and consequently, a singular proposition 
must be considered as very particular. 

VIII. However well founded this reasoning may 
appear, it cannot be admitted. The essence of a 
particular proposition consists in this, that it does 

Vol. I.— H h 
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not speak of all the beings comprehended in the no- 
tion of the subject, whereas a universal proposition 
speaks of aU without exception. Thus, when it is 
said, 

Some citizens of Berlin are rich, 
the subject of this proposition is the notion of aUtht 
citizens of Berlin ; but this subject is not taken in all 
its extent — its signification is expressly restricted 
to some ; and by this, particular propositions are es- 
sentially distinguished from universal, as they tun 
only on a part of the beings comprehended in their 
subject. 

. IX. It is clearly evident, from this remark, that « 
singular proposition must be considered as universal; 
as, in speaking of an individual, say Virgil, it in no 
respect restricts the notion of the subject, which is 
Virgil himself, but rather admits it in all its extent; 
and for this reason^ the same rules which take plaee m 
universal propositions apply likewise to singular proper 
sitions. The following is accordingly a^ very good 
syllogism : 

Voltaire is a philosopher : 
But Voltaire is a poet : 

Therefore some poets are philosophers. 
And it would be faulty if the two premises were 
particular propositions ; but being considered as uni- 
versal, this syllogism belongs to figure third, and the 
first mode of the form A. A. I. The individual idea 
of Voltaire is the mean term, which is the subject 
of both major and minor; and this is the character 
of figure third. 

X. FinaUy, I must remark, that hitherto I have 
spoken only of simple propositions, which contain only 
two notions, the one of which is affirmed or denied, 
umversally or particularly. With respect to eon^ 
pound propositions, logic prescribes peculiar rules. 

Zd March, 1761. 
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LETTER CVIII. 

Hypothetical Propositions^ and Syllogisms constructed 

of them. 

We have hitherto considered simple propositions 
only, or such as contain but two notions, the one of 
which is the subject, the other the predicate. These 
propositions can form no other syllogisms, except 
those which I have laid before you, and which are 
contained in the four figures above explained. But 
we likewise frequently employ comjfound propositions^ 
which contain more than two notions, and respect- 
ing which other rules are to be, observed, in order to 
deduce fair conclusions from them. 

Of these compound propositions, the most com- 
mon are those which are called hyvothetical, or con^ 
dilianalf which contain two complete propositions, 
with an affirmation, that if the one is true, the other 
is so likewise : the following is an example of a con- 
ditional proposition : 

If the gazette speaks truth, peace is not very 

distant. 
Here are two propositions, the first, the gazette 
speaks truth, or, the gazette is true : and the other, 
peace is not very distant, or peace is approaching. 

Now these two propositions must be connected 
together in such a manner, that if the first is true, 
the second is so likewise ; or it is maintained, that 
the second proposition is a necessary consequence 
Of the first, so that the former cannot be true, with- 
out establishing the truth of the other also. Sup- 
posing, then, that the gazettes announce the ap- 
proach of peace, we are warranted in saying, that, 
if the gazettes are true, peace must be at hand. 

Without this condition, such a proposition leads 
to nothing; but if this condition is complied with* 
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then, with the addition of some other proposition^ 
there are two ways of drawing a conclusion from it : 
1st. When some person assures us, that the gazette 
speaks truth; for hence we concludts that peace is 
near : Sd. When we are told, that peace is stiU very 
distant ; then we make no hesitation in thence con- 
cluding that the gazette does not speak truth. 

You see that these two conclusions are general, 
and give two forms of hypothetical or conditicmal 
fyllogisms, which may he thus represented : 

Fi/rst Form. 
If A IS B, C WILL BB D : 
But A IS B : 
Therefore C is D. 

Second Form, 
If A IS B, C WILL BE D : 
But C IS NOT D : 
Therefore A is not B. 
These two are the only just conclusions; and you 
must be carefully on your guard against the fallacy 
of the two following forms : 

First erroneous Form. 
If A IS B, C WILL BE D : 
But A IS NOT B : 
Therefore C is not D. 

Second erroneous Form. 

If A 18 B, C WILL BB D : 

But C 18 D : 
Therefore A is B. 
These are both fallacious. In the example adduced 
I should reason inconclusively, if I argued in this 
manner: 

If THE GAZETTE SPEAKS TRUTH, PBAOB Ig 
APPROACHING .* 
But THE GAZETTE DOES NOT SPEAK TBUTH : 

Therefore peace is not approaching. 
It is undoubtedly true that the gazette may not 
speak truth ; nevertheless, it is very possible that 
peace may be approaching. 
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The other form is equally erroneous : 

If THE GAZETTE IS TRUE, PEACE AP- 
PROACHES : 
But PEACE APPROACHES .' 

Therefore the gazette is true. 
Let us suppose that this consolatory truth, peace ap- 
proaches^ were revealed to us, so as to be put beyond 
the possibility of doubt, it would by no means follow 
that gazettes are true, or that they never contain 
untruths. I hope at least that peace is at hand, 
though I am veiy far from putting confidence in the 
truth of gazettes. 

These two last forms of syllogisms, therefore, are 
fallacious ; but the two preceding are certainly good, 
and never lead into error, provided that the first con- 
ditional proposition is true, or that the last part be a 
necessary consequence of the first. 

Of this conditional proposition — 

If A is B, C will be D ; 
the first part, A is By is called the antecedent, and 
the other, C will be I), the consequent. Logic pre-r 
scribes the two following rules to direct us in this 
style of reasoning : 

I. WTioever admits the antecedent tnust likewise admit 
the consequent, 

II.' Whoever denies or rejects the consequent mtut 
liketvise deny or reject the antecedent. 

But you may very well deny the antecedent with-p 
out den3ring the consequent, and likewise admit the 
consequent without admitting the antecedent. 

There are still other compound propositions, of 
which also syllogisms may be formed. It will per- 
haps be sufficient to produce a single example. 
Having this proposition,— 

Every substance is body or spirit, — 
the conclusion will run in the following manner : 

I. But such a 8uft»tance is not body ; 
Therefore it is siHht. 

Hh8 
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II. But such a substance is body ; 
Therefore it is not spirit. 

But it is entirely unnecessary to detain yon longer 
on this subject. 

1th March, 1761. 



LETTER CIX. 
Of the Tmpressian of Sensations 4m the Smii. 

Haying endeavoured to unfold the principles of 
logic, whose object it is to lay down infallible rides 
for right reasoning, I must stUl detain you a litdtf 
longer on the subject of ideas. 

We undoubtedly derive them, in the first instance, 
from real objects, which strike our senses ; and as 
far as they are struck with any object, a sensation 
corresponding is thereby excited in the soul. Not 
only do the senses represent to the soul the idea of 
that object, but they give it full assurance of its ex- 
istence out of us ; and it is of importance to remark, 
that the sensation is not indifferent to the soul, but 
always accompanied with some pleasure or disgust, 
to a greater or less degree. 

Now, having once acquired, through this medium, 
the idea of any object, the soul does not lose it when 
the object ceases to act on our senses : it is o^y 
the sensation, by which the soul is a^eeably or 
disagreeably affected, that is lost; but it still pre- 
serves the idea of the object itself. Not that the 
idea i8 ever present to it, or that it continually 
cherishes such idea in thought; but it possesses 
the power of awakening or recalling the idea at 
pleasure. 

This faculty of the soul, by which it is enabled to 
recollect ideas once perceived, is called retnimscenre, 
which contains the source of memory. Deprived 
of the power of recalling past ideas, that of per- 



017 THE SOULi 807 

ceiving would answer little or no piarpose ; if we 
lost every moment the recollection of ideas once 
perceived,, we should always be in the state of new- i| 
bom infants, that is, in a state of the most profound |/ 
ignorance. Reminiscence, then, is the most pre- ' 
cious gift which the Creator has bestowed on the 
soul of man, and here its spirituality shines in the 
brightest lustre ; for by means of this faculty the 
80i3 gradually rises to the attainment of knowledge 
the most sublime. 

But though recollected ideas represent to us the 
same objects which perceived ideas do, they differ 
from them in this, that they are not accompanied 
with the sensation, nor with the conviction, that the 
objects really exist. If you have once been a st>ec- 
tator of a conflagration, you can recall the idea of it 
whenever you will, without imagining, however, that 
there really is one. It is even possible, that for a 
rery long time you may not have thought of such a 
conflagration, but without having lost the power of 
recalling the idea of it. ^ 

It is the same with respect to ^ the ideas which 
we have once perceived ; but it frequently happens 
that we lose almost entirely the recollection, or, in 
other words, forget them. We remark, neverthe- 
less, a very great difference between ideas forgotten 
and ideas wholly unknown, or such as we never 
had. With respect to the flrst, as soon as the same 
object presents itself afVesh to jour senses, we much 
more easily catch the idea of it, and we recollect 
perfectly, that it is the same which we had for- 
gotten : this would not be the case had we never 
possessed it. 

It is here the materialists boast of having found a \ 
demonstration of their opinions. They conclude ! 
from it, that it is extremely clear, the soul is nothing 
else but a subtile matter, on which external objects ^ 
are capable of mi^ng some sUght impression, by j 
means of the senses : that this impression is nothing I 
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else but the idea of the objects ; and that as long at 
it remains, the recollection is preserved ; but that 
we forget it when the impression is totaUy efiaced. 

If this reasoning were solid, ideas must neces- 
sarily remain always present with us till we forget 
them. This, however, is not the case ; for we re^ 
them when we please : and if the impression were 
effaced, how could matter recollect that it formerly 
had that impression, on receiving it afresh ! And 
though it be very certain that the action of objects 
on the senses produces some change in the brain, 
this change is very different from the idea which 
is occasioned by it ; and the sentiment of pleasure 
or disgust, as well as the judgment respecting the 
object itself which caused this impression, equally 
require a being virholly different from matter, and en- 
dowed with qualities of quite a different nature. 

Our advances in knowledge are not limited to 
ideas perceived : the same ideas recollected in the 
memory form for us, by abstraction, general ideas 
of them, which contain at once a great number of 
individual ideas ; and how many abstract ideas do 
we form respecting the qualities and accidents of 
objects which have no relation to any thing corpo- 
real, such as the notions of virtue, of wisdom, dec. 

This, after all, refers only to the understandings 
which comprehends but a part of the faculties of 
the soul; the other part is not less extensive, namely, 
the wiU and liberty^ on which depend all our resolu- 
tions and actions. There is nothing in the body 
relative to this quality by which the soul freely de- 
termines itself to certain actions, even after mature 
deliberation. It pays regard to motives, without 
being forced to submit to their influence ; and lib- 
erty is 80 essential to it, as well as to sdl spirits, 
that it would be as impossible to imagine a spirit 
without liberty, as a body without extension. God 
himself could not divest a spirit of this essential 
property. 

It is by this, accordingly, that we are enabled to 
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solve all the perplexing questions respecting the 
origin of evil, the permission of sin, and the ex- 
istence of all the calamities by which the world is 
oppressed; their great and only source is human 
liberty. 

lOth March, 1761. 



LETTER ex. 
Of the Origin and Permission of Evil ; and of Sin. 

Ths origin and permission of evil in the world is 
an article which has in all ages greatly perplexed 
theologians and philosophers. To believe that God, 
a Being supremely good, should have created this 
world, and to see it overwhelmed with such a variety 
of evil, appears so contradictory, that some found 
themselves reduced to the necessity of admitting 
two principles, the one supremely good, the other 
supremely evil. This was the opinion entertained 
by the ancient heretics known in history by the 
name of Manicheans ; who, seeing no other way of 
accounting for the origin of evil, were reduced to 
this extremity. Though the question be extremely 
com^cated, this single remark, that liberty is a 
quabty essential to spirits, dispels at onc^ a great 
part of the difficulties which would otherwise be in- 
surmountable. 

In truth, when God had created man, it was too 
late to prevent sin, his liberty being susceptible of 
no constraint. But, I shall be told, it would have 
been better not to create such and such men, or 
spirits, who, as God must have foreseen, would abuse 
tneir liberty, and plunge into sin. I should deem it 
rather rash to enter upon this discussion, and to pre- 
tend to judge of the choice which God might have 
been able to make in creating spirits ; and perhqw 
the plan of the universe required the existence of 
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spirits of eyery possible description. And, in fact, 
when we reflect that not only our earth, but idl the 
planets, are the habitations of rational beings ; and 
that even all the fixed stars are suns, each of which 
may have around it a system of planets, likewise 
habitable, — it is clear that the number of all the 
beings endowed with reason, which have existed, 
which do exist, and which shall exist, in the whole 
universe, must be infinite. 

It is therefore unpardonable presumption to in- 
sinuate that God ought not to have granted exist- 
ence to a great number of spirits ; and the very per- 
sons who thus reproach their Maker would certainly 
not wish to be or the number of those to whom ex- 
istence was denied. This first objection, tlien, is 
suflSciently done away ; and it is no way inconsistent 
with the Divine perfections that existence has been 
bestowed on all spirits, good and bad. 

It is next alleged, that the mischievousness of 
spirits, or reasonable beings, ought to have been re- 
pressed by the Divine Omnipotence. On this I re- 
mark, that liberty is so essential to all spirits as to 
be beyond all power of constraint ; the only method 
of governing spirits consists in the use of motives to 
dispose them to what is good, and to dissuade them 
from evil ; but in this respect we do not find the 
slightest ground of complaint. The most powerful 
motives have undoubtedly been proposed to all spirits, 
to incline them to good, these motives being founded 
on their own salvation ; but they by no means em- 
ploy constraint, for this would be contrary to their 
nature, and in all respects impossible. 

However wicked men may be, it never can be in 
their power to excuse themselves, from ignorance 
of the motives which would have prompted them to 
good : the divine law, which constantly aims at their 
everlasting happiness, is engraven on their heart ; 
and it must always be their own fault if they plung* 
into evil. Religion discovers to us likewise so many 
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Other means which God employs to reclaim us from 
our Wanderings, that, on this side, we may rest con- 
fidently assured that God has omitted nothing which 
could have prevented the malignant explosions of 
men, and of other reasonable 'beings. 

But those who bewilder themselves in such doubts 
respecting the origin and the permission of evil in 
the world, perpetually confound the corporeal with 
the spiritual world ; they imapne that spirits are, as 
bodies, susceptible of constramt. Severe discipline 
is frequently capable of preventing, among the chil- 
dren of a family, the soldiers of an army, or the in- 
habitants of a city, the open eruption of perverse 
dispositions ; but it must be carefully remarked that 
this constraint extends only to what is corporeal ; 
it in no respect restrains the spirit from being ag 
vicious and as malignant as if it enjoyed the most 
unbounded license. 

Human governments must rest contented with 
this exterior or apparent tranquillity, and give them- 
selves little trouble about the real dispositions of 
men's minds ; but before God the thoughts all lie 
open, and perverse inclinations, however concealed 
from men, are as abominable in his sight as if they 
had broken out into the most atrocious actions Men 
suffer themselves to be dazzled by false appearances ; 
but God has respect to the real dispositions of 
every spirit, according as they are virtuous or 
vicious, independently of the actions which flow 
from them. 

The Holy Scriptures contain to this purpose the 
most pointed declarations, and inform us tnat he 
who meditates only the destruction of his neighbour, 
suffering himself to be hurried away by a spirit of 
hatred, is as criminal in the sight of God as the ac- 
tual murderer ; and that he who indulges a covetous 
desire of another's property is, in His estimation, as 
much a thief as he who reaDy steals. 

In this respect, therefore, the government of God 
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over smrits, or rational beings, is infinitely 

from that which men exercise over men like them- 
selves ; and we spreatly err if we imagine that i 
government which appears the best in the eyes of 
men is reailv so in the judgment of God. This is i 
reflection of which we ought never to lose sight. 
Uth March, 1761. 



LETTER CXI. 

Ctf Moral and Physical Dvil. 

When a complaint is made of the evils which pre- 
vail in the world, a distribution of them into two 
classes takes place,— moroi evils and physical evils* 
The class of moral evils contains the perverse or 
vicious inclinations, the dispositions of spirits to 
what is evil or criminal, which is undoubtedly the 
most grievous calamity and the greatest imperfec- 
tion which can exist. 

In truth, with regard to spirits, it is impossible to 
conceive a more deplorable irregularity than when 
they deviate from the eternal laws of virtue, and 
abandon themselves to the commission of vice. 
Virtue is the only means of rendering a spirit happy ; 
to bestow felicity on a vicious spirit is beyond the 
power of God himself. Every spirit addicted to 
vice is necessarily miserable, and unless it return to 
virtue its misery cannot come to an end : such is the 
idea I form of demons, of wicked and infernal spirits 
— an idea which to me appears consonant to what 
Scripture suggests on the subject. 

Infidels make a jest of this ; but as men cannot 
pretend to be the best of all rational beings, neither 
can they boast of being the most wicked ; there are 
undoubtedly beings mucli more depraved than the 
most malignant erf" mankind, such as devils. But I 
have alrei^y made it appear that the existence of so 
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many corrupted men and spirits ought not to form 
any objection against the perfection of this world, 
much less be considered as an imputation of the Su- 
preme Beine. 

A spirit, the devil not excepted, is always a being, 
excellent, and infinitely superior to every thing that 
can be conceived in the corporeal world ; and this 
world, as far as it contains an infinite number of 
spirits, of all orders, is always a work of the highest 
perfection. Now, all spirits being essentially free, 
criminality was possible from the commencement 
of their existence, and could not be prevented even 
by the Divine Omnipotence. Besides, spirits are the 
authors of the evils which necessarily result from 
sin, every free agent being always the only author 
of the evil which he commits; and, consequently, 
these evils cannot be iniputed to the Creator ; as, 
among men« the workman who makes the sword is 
not responsible for the mischief that is done with it. 
Thus, with respect to the moral evils whicli prevail 
in the world, the sovereign goodness of God is suf- 
ficiently justified. 

The other class, that of physical evils, contains all 
the calamities and miseries to which men are ex- 
posed in this world. It is admitted that most of 
these are a necessary consequence of the malice and 
other vicious propensities with which men as weU 
as other spirits are infected ; but as these conse- 
quences are communicated by means of bodies, it is 
asked, Why God should permit to wicked spirits the 
power of acting so efl[icaciously on bodies, and of 
employing them as instruments to execute their per- 
nicious purposes? A father who saw his son on 
the point of committing a murder would snatch the 
sword out of his hand, and prevent the perpetration 
of a crime so heinous. I have already observed, 
that this aband6ned son is equally guilty before God, 
whether he has actually accomplished his design, or 
only made ineffectual efforts to execute it ; and tht 
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father, who prevented him, does not thereby render 
him better. 

We may nevertheless confidently maintain, that 
God does not permit a free course to the wicked- 
ness of man. Did nothing resist the execution of 
all the pernicious purposes of the human heart, how 
miserable should we be ! We frequently see that 
the wicked have great difficulties to encounter; and 
though they shomd succeed, they have no power 
over the consequences of their actions, which ad ways 
depend on so many other circumstances that, in the 
issue, they produce the directly opposite effect from 
what was intended. It cannot be denied, at the same 
time, that there may result from these calamities 
and miseries to torment mankind ; and it is imatniied 
that the world would be infinitely better governed 
were God to interpose an effectual restraint to the 
wickedness and audacity of men. 

It would undoubtedly be very easy for God to 
crush to death a tyrant before he could realize his 
cruel and oppressive designs ; or to strike dumb an 
unjust judge who was going to pronounce an iniqui- 
tous sentence. We might then live quietly, and 
enjoy all the comforts of life, supposinsc God were 
to grant us the blessings of health, and all the good 
things we could wish for : our happiness would thus 
be perfect. On this plan they would have the world 
ffoverned, in order to render us all happy : the wicked 
disabled to perpetrate their criminal purposes, and 
the good in possession of the peaceful enjoyment of 
all the blessmgs which they can desire. 

It is believed, and with good reason, that God 
wishes the happiness of men ; and it is matter of 
surprise that tliis world should be so different from 
the plan which is imagined the most proper for the 
attainment of this end. We rather see the wicked 
frequently enjoying, not only all the advantages of 
this life, but put in a condition to execute their ma- 
chinations, to the ccmfUsion and distress of persons 
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of worth ; while the> good are oppressed and over- 
whelmed by the most sensible evils, pains, diseases, 
mortifications, loss of goods, and, in (ifeneral, by 
every species of calamity ; and that at last the good 
as well as the bad must infallibly die, which appears 
to be the greatest of all evils. 

Looking on the world in this point of view, one is 
tempted to call in question tlie supreme wisdom and 
goodness of the Creator ; but it is a hazard which 
we must take great care to avoid. 
7M March, 1761. 



LETTER CXII. 
Repli/ to Complaints of the Existence of PhyHcal Evil, 

Supposing our existence limited to the present 
life, the possession of the good things of this world 
and the enjoyment of every delight would be very 
far from filling up the measure of our happiness. 
AH are agreed, that true felicity consists in mental 
tranquillity and satisfaction, which are seldom if ever 
accompanied with that brilliancy of condition which 
is considered as such an inestimable blessing by 
those who judge only from appearances. 

The insufficiency of temporal good things to ren- 
der us happy becomes still more manifest when we 
come to reflect on our real destination. Death does 
not put a period to our existence, it rather transmits 
us into another life, which is to endure for ever. 
The faculties of our soul, and our attainments in 
knowledge, will then no doubt be carried to the high- 
est perfection ; and it is on this new state that our 
real happiness depends, and this state cannot be 
happy without virtue* 

The infinite perfections of the Supreme Beingr, 
which we now perceive only as through a thick 
cloud, shall then shine in the brightest lustre, and 
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shall become the principal object of our contempls* 
tion, admiration, and adoration. There, not only 
shall our understanding find the most inexhaDStibte 
stores of pure and perfect knowledge, but we shull 
be permitted to hope for admission into favour with 
the Supreme Being, and to aspire after the most en- 
dearing expressions of his love.- How happy do 
we reckon the peculiar favourites of a great pnnce, 
especially if he is really great, though the mvoun 
which he bestows are marred by many infusions of 
bitterness I What will it then be, in the life to come, 
when God himself shall shed abroad his love in our 
hearts — a love, the effects of which shall never be in- 
terrupted nor destroyed 1 This shall thenceforward 
constitute a felicity infinitely surpassing all that we 
can conceive. 

In order to participate in these inexpressible fe- 
vours, flowing from the love of the Supreme Being, 
it is natural that, on our part, we should be pene* 
trated with sentiments of the most lively Biffectioa 
to him. This blessed union absolutely requires in 
us a certain disposition, without which we should be 
incapable of participating in it ; and this disposition 
consists in virtue, the basis of which is the love of 
God, and that of our neighbour. The attainment 
of virtue, then, should be our chief, our only object 
in this life, where we exist but for this end — to pre- 
pare for, and to render ourselves worthy of, partaking 
m supreme and eternal felicity. 

In this point of view, we must form a judgment of 
the events which ^befall us in this life. It is not the 
possession of the good things of this world that ren- 
ders us happy ; it is rather a situation wliich most 
effectually conducts to virtue. If prosperity were 
the certain means of rendering us happy, we might 
be suffered to complain of adversity ; but adversity 
may rather have the effect of confirming our virtue : 
ana, in this view, all the complaints of men respecto 
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ing the physical evils of life are likewise completely 
done away. 

You have no difficulty, then, in comprehending; 
that God had the most solid reasons for admitting; 
into the world so many calamities and miseries, as 
.the whole obviously contributes to our salvation. It 
is unquestionably true that these calamities are, for 
the most part, natural consequences of human cor- 
ruption ; but it is in this very thing that we must 
principally admire the wisdom of the Supreme Being, 
who knows how to overrule the most vicious actions 
for our final happiness. 

Many j;ood people would not have reached such 
a sublimity of virtue, had they not been oppressed 
and tormented by cruelty and injustice. 

I have already remarked, that bad actions are 
such only with regard to those who commit them : 
the determination of their soul alone is criminal, the 
action itself being a thing purely corporeal, inasmuch 
as, considered independently of the person who com- 
mits it, there is nothing either good or evil in the 
case. A mason falling from the roof of a house 
upon a man as certainly kills him as the most deter- 
mined assassin. The action is absolutely the same : 
but the mason is not guilty in the slightest degree ; 
whereas the assassin deserves the severest punish- 
ment. Thus, however criminal actions may be with 
regard to those who commit them, we must consider 
them in quite a different light as they affect ourselves, 
or produce an influence on our situation. 

We ought therefore to reflect, that nothing can 
befall us but what is perfectly consonant to the 
sovereign wisdom of God. The wicked may be 
guilty of injustice towards us, but we cannot upon 
Ine whole suffer from it ; no one can ever ii\)ure us, 
though he may greatly hurt himself; and in every 
thing that comes to pass, we ought always to ac- 
knowledge God, as if it befell us immediately by 
his express appointment. We may, moreover, rest 

lis 
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assured that it is not from caprice, or merely to vei 
us, that God disposes the events in \\h ch we aw 
concerned, but that they must infallibly terminate in 
our true happiness. Those who consider all events 
in this light will soon have the satisfaction of being 
convinced that God exercises a peculiar care ovei 
them. 

2lst March, 1761. 



LETTER CXIII. 

The real Destination of Man ; Usefulness and Neces- 
sity of Adversity, 

I HOPE you have no doubts remaining with respect 
to this great question, — How the evils of this world 
can be reconciled to the supreme wisdom and good- 
ness of the Creator ? The solution of it is incon- 
testably founded on the real destination of man, and 
of other intelligent beings, whose existence is not 
limited to this hfe. The moment that we lose sight 
of this important truth, we find ourselves involved 
in the greatest perplexity ; and if man were created 
only for this life, it would assuredly be impossible 
to establish a consistency between the perfections 
of God and the distresses and miseries with which 
this world is oppressed. Those miseries would be 
but too real ; and it were absolutely impossible to 
explain, how the prosperity of the wicked, and the 
misery of so many good people, could consist with 
the Divine justice. 

But no sooner do we reflect that this life is but 
the commencement of our existence, and that it is a 
preparation for one that shall endure eternally, than 
the face of things is entirely changed, and we are 
obliged to form a very different judgment of the 
evils with which this life appears to be overspread. 
I have already remarked, that the prosperity which 
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we enjoy in this world is the reverse of a suitable 
preparation for a future life, and for rendering us 
worthy of the felicity which there awaits us. How- 
ever important to our happiness the possession of 
ttie good things of this world may appear, this 
quality pertains to them only in so far as they are 
impressed with the signatures of Divine goodness, 
independent of which no earthly possessions could 
constitute our felicity. 

Real happiness is to be found only in God himself; 
all other delights are but an empty shade, and are 
capable of yielding only a momentary satisfaction. 
Accordingly we see that those who enjoy them in 
ihe greatest abundance are quickly satiated; and 
this apparent felicity serves only to inflame their 
xlesires and to disorder their passions, by estranging 
jthem from the Supreme Good, instead of bringing 
ihem nearer to Him. But true felicity consists in 
a perfect union with God, which cannot subsist 
without a love and a confidence in his goodness 
transcending all things; and this love requires a 
certain disposition of soul, for which we must be 
making preparation in this life. 

This disposition is virtue, the foundation of which 
is contained in these two great precepts : 

Thcu shall love Ihe Lord Ihy God with all thy hearty 
with all thy sold, with all thy strength, and with all 
iky mind ; 
and the other, which is like unto it : 

Thou shall love thy neighbour as thyself. 

Every other disposition of soul which deviates 
from these two precepts is vicious, and absolutely 
unworthy to partake of true happiness. It is as im- 
possible for a vicious man to enjoy happiness in the 
life to come, as for a deaf man to relish the pleasure 
of an exquisite piece of music. He must be for 
erer excluded from it, not by an arbitrary decree of 
Ood» but by ti&e very natmre of the thing; a vicious 
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roan not being, from his own nature, susceptible of 
supreme felicity. 

If we consider the order and economy of the 
world in this point of view, nothing can be more 
perfectly disposed for the attainment of this great 
end. All events, the calamities themselves which 
we undergo, are the most suitable means for con- 
ducting us to true happiness ; and in this respect it 
may be with truth affirmed, that this is indeed the 
best world possible, as every thing in it concurs to 
promote our eternal salvation. When I reflect that 
nothing befalls me by chance ; but that every event 
is directed by Providence, in the view of rendering 
me truly and everlastingly happy, how ought this 
consideration to raise my thoughts to God, and to 
replenish my soul with the purest affection. 

But however efficacious these means may be in 
themselves, they exercise no force upon our minds, 
to which liberty is so essential that no degree of 
constraint can possibly take place. Experience, ac- 
cordingly, frequently demonstrates, that our attach- 
ment to the objects of sense renders us too vicious 
to listen to these salutary admonitions. Abuse of 
the means which would have improved our virtue 
plunges us deeper and deeper into vice, and hurries 
us aside from the only path that leads us to hap- 
piness. 

24th March, 1761. 



LETTER CXIV. 

Cff true Happiness. Conversion of Sinners. Reply 
to Objections on the Svhject. 

The holy life of the apostles, and of the other 
primitive Christians, appears to me an irresistible 

Eroof of the truth of the Christian religion. If true 
appiness consists inunion with the Supreme Being, 
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which it is impossible for a moment to doubt, the 
enjoyment of this happiness necessarily requires, on 
our part, a certain disposition, founded on supreme 
love to God, and the most perfect charity towards 
our neighbour ; so that all those who are destitute 
of this disposition destroy their own pretensions to 
celestial felicity; and wicked men are from their 
very nature necessarily excluded from it, it being 
impossible for God himself to render them happy. 
For the Divine Omnipotence extends only to things 
which are in their nature possible, and liberty is so 
essential to spirits that no degree of constraint can 
take place with respect to them. 

It is only by motives, therefore, that spirits can 
be determined to that which is good ; now, what 
motives could be proposed to the apostles and other 
disciples of Jesus Christ, to embrace a virtuous life, 
more powerful than the instructions of their divine 
Master, his miracles, his sufferings, his death and 
resurrection, of which they were witnesses. All 
these striking events, united to a doctrine the most 
sublime, must have excited in their hearts the most 
fervent love and the most profound veneration for 
God, whom they could not but consider and adore 
as at once their heavenly Father and the absolute 
Lord of the whole universe. These lively impres- 
sions must necessarily have stifled in their breastS 
every vicious propensity, and have confirmed them 
more and more in the practice of virtue. 

This salutary effect on the minds of the apostles 
has nothing in it of itself miraculous, or which en- 
croaches in the smallest degree on their liberty, 
though the events be supernatural. The great re- 
quisite was simply a heart docile and uncorrupted by 
vice and passion. The mission, then, of Jesus Christ 
into the world produced in the minds of the apos- 
tles this disposition, so necessary to the attainment 
and the enjoyment of supreme happiness ; and that 
mission still supplies the same motives to pursue the 
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same end. We have only to read attentively, and 
without prejudice, the history of it, and seriously to 
meditate on all the events. 

I confine myself to the salutary effects of our 
Saviour's mission, without presuming to dive into 
the mysteries of the work of our redemption, which 
infinitely transcend the powers of human understand- 
inq^. I only remark, that these effects, of the truth 
of which we are convinced by experience, could not 
be produced by illusion, or human imposture ; they 
are too salutary not to be divine. They are likewise 
perfectly in harmony with the incontestable princi- 
ples which we have laid down, that spirits can be 
governed only by motives. 

Theologians have maintained, and some still maiiP 
tain, that conversion is the immediate operation of 
God, without any co-operation on the part of man. 
They imagine, that an act of the Divine Will is 
sufficient to transform in an instant the greatest 
miscreant into a virtuous man. These good men 
may mean extremely well, and consider themselves 
as thus exalting the Divine Omnipotence ; but this 
sentiment seems to me inconsistent with the justice 
and goodness of God, even though it were not sub- 
versive of human liberty. How, it will with reason 
be said, if a simple exertion of the Divine Omnipo- 
tence is sufficient for the instantaneous conversion 
of every sinner, can it be possible that the decree 
should not actually pass, rather than leave so many 
thousands to perish, or employ the work of redemp- 
tion, by which a part only of mankind is savedl 
I acknowledge that this objection appears to me 
much more formidable than all those which infi- 
delity raises against our holy religion, and which 
are lounded entirely in ignorance of the true desti- 
nation of man ; but, blessed be God, it can have no 
place in the system which I have taken the liberty 
to propose. 

Some divines will perhaps accuse me of heresy, 
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as if I were maintaining that the power of man is 
sufficient for his conversion ; but this reproach af- 
fects me not, as I am conscious of intending to place 
the fifoodness of God in its clearest light. In the 
work of conversion, man makes perfect use of his 
liberty, which is unsusceptible of constraint ; but 
man is always determined by motives. Now these 
motives are suggested by the circumstances and 
conmnctures of his condition. They depend en- 
tirely on Divine Providence, which regulates all 
events conformably to the laws of sovereign wis- 
dom. It is God, therefore, who places men every 
instant in circumstances the most favourable, and 
from which they may derive motives the most pow- 
erful to produce their conversion ; so that men are 
always indebted to God for the means which promote 
their salvation. 

I have already remarked, that however wicked 
the actions of men may be, they have no power over 
their consequences, and that God, when he created 
the world, arranged the course of all events so that 
every man should be every instant placed in circum- 
stances to him the most salutary. Happy the man 
who has wisdom to turn them to good account ! 

This conviction must operate in us the happiest 
effects; unbounded love to God, with a firm reliance 
on his providence, and the purest charity towards 
our neighbour. This idea of the Supreme Being, as 
exalted as it is consolatory, ought to replenish our 
hearts with virtue the most sublime, and effectually 
prepare us for the enjoyment of life eternal. 

98M March, 1761. 
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LETTER CXV. 

The true Foundation of Human Knowledge, Sources 
of Truth, and Classes of Information derived fromil. 

Hayino taken the liberty to lay before you ray 
opinion respecting the most important article of hih 
man knowledge, 1 flatter myself it will be suflicient 
to dissipate the doubts which naturally arise out of 
the subject, from want of exact ideas of the liberty 
of spirits. 

I shall now have the honour of submitting to your 
consideration the true foundation of all our know^ 
ledge, and the means we have of being assured of 
the truth and certainty of what we know. We are 
very far from being always certain of the truth of all 
our sentiments ; for we are but too frequently daz^ 
zled by appearances, sometimes exceedingly slight, 
and whose falsehood we aAerward discover. As 
we are therefore continually in danger of deceiving 
ourselves, a reasonable man is bound to use every 
effort to avoid error, though he may not always be 
so happy as to succeed. 

The thing to be here chiefly considered is the 
solidity of the proofs on which we found our per- 
suasion of any truth whatever ; and it is absolutely 
necessary that we should be in a condition to judge 
if they are sufficient to convince us or not. For this 
effect I remark, first, that all truths within our reach 
are referable to three classes, essentially distin- 
guished from each other. 

The first contains the truths of the senses ; the 
second, those of the understanding ; and the third, 
those of belief. Each of these classes requires 
peculiar proofs of the truths included in it, and in 
these three classes all human knowledge is com- 
prehended. 
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Proofs of the first class are reducible to the 
senses, and are thus expressed : 

This is trucn for I saw it, or am convinced of it by 
the evidence of my senses. 

It is thus I know that the magnet attracts iron, 

'because I see it, and experience furnishes me with 

.incontestable proofs of the fact. Truths of this class 

are called sensible, because they are founded on the 

senses, or on experience. 

Proofs of the second class are founded on ratioci 
iiuition : 

This is true, for I am able to demonstrate it onprin^ 
,ciples of just reasoning, or by fair syllogisms. 

To this class principally logic is to be referred, 
'Which prescribes rules for reasoning consequentially, 
^t is thus we know that the three angles of a recti- 
lineal triangle are together equal to two right angles. 
In this case I do not say I see it, or that my senses 
^convince me of it ; but I am assured of its truth by 
JB. process of reasoning. Truths of this class are 
^called intellectual; and here we must rank all the 
truths of geometry, and of the other sciences, inas- 
much as they are supported by demonstration. You 
must be sensible that such truths are wholly differ- 
ent from those of the first class, in support of which 
we adduce no other proofs but the senses, or expe- 
rience, which assure us that the fact is so, though 
we may not know the cause of it. In the examjue 
of the magnet, we do not know how the attraction 
of the iron is a necessary effect of the nature of the 
magnet and of iron ; but we are not the less con- 
vinced of the truth of the fact. Truths of the first 
class are as certain as those of the second, though 
the proofs which we have of them are entirely 
different. 

I proceed to the third class of truths, that of faith, 
which we believe because persons worthy of credit 
relate them ; or when we say .* 
Vol. I.— K k 
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This is true, for several creditable persons have tt 
suredus of it. 

This class accordingly includes all historical truth 
You believe, no doubt, that there was formeriy t 
king of Macedon called Alexander the Great, who 
made himself master of the kingdom of Persia, 
though you never saw him, and are unable to demon- 
strate geometrically that such a person ever existed. 
But we believe it on the authority of the authors 
who have written his history, and we entertain no 
doubt of their fidelity. But may it not be possible 
that these authors have concerted to deceive ust 
We have every reason to reject such an insinuation; 
and we are as much convinced of the truth of these 
facts, at least of a great part of them, as of truths 
of the first and second classes. 

The proofs of these three classes of truths are 
extremely different ; but if they are solid, each in 
its kind, they must equally produce conviction. You 
cannot possibly doubt that Russians and Austrians 
have been at Berlin, though you did not see them : 
this, then, is to you a truth of the third class, as 
you believe it on the report of others ; but to me it 
IS one of the first class, because I saw them, and 
conversed with them ; and many others were as- 
sured of their presence by means of their senses. 
You have, nevertheless, as complete conviction of 
the fact as we have. 

31*^ March, 1761. 
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